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Abstract 
According to the United States Census Bureau, the Haitian immigrant population in the 
United States is the fourth largest immigrant group from the Caribbean after immigrants 
from Cuba, the Dominican Republic, and Jamaica. Cortes (2008) and the United Nations 
Children’s Funds (UNICEF) reported that 17% of children born from two-parent families 
in some Caribbean countries had a migrating parent at some time in their childhood 
(Cortes, 2008). Using a phenomenological study enlightened how Haitian adult children 
have coped with transnational separation, which is a term used to describe families who 
live in different countries while trying to maintain a collective welfare and unity across 
borders (Falicov, 2007). The goal of this phenomenological qualitative study was to 
examine the experiences of adult children who lived in Haiti and were raised by relatives 
while their parents lived in the United States. The saturation of theme was a maximum of 
six adult children (not gender specific). The primary data collection method was in-depth 
interviews with the adult children inviting them to recount their experiences growing up 
in Haiti while their parents lived in the United States. I attempted to explore the major 
stressors of financial, emotional, and psychological strains. For example, how did those 
children maintain a relationship with their parents and cope with family separation? The 
data was coded and analyzed according to the research questions. These conversations 
privilege the voices of adult children who have experienced this phenomenon.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Self of the Researcher 
I remember when my mother left Haiti in 1980 and left my brother and me with 
our father. My brother and I were very young and did not understand why our mother had 
to leave, her reasons for leaving, and why she believed it was the right decision. I 
remember it was around Christmas time, the streets were filled with joy, kids running 
around, people chanting, and sharing jokes with their loved one. Things were different for 
my brother and me; although our father tried to cheer us up with more toys than we’ve 
ever gotten, it still saddened us that our mother was so far away.  
Back then, various forms of communication were used to help sustain the family 
relationships such as letters with small gifts, photos, and videos of our mother’s life 
abroad and cassette tapes that our father played as the family gathered together. These 
were forms of relativizing meant to bridge the physical distance in our transnational 
family. However, those were sent by mail, which took months to get to the destination 
because access to advance technology was not available. Both my brother and I have had 
an estranged relationship with our mother mainly because of the separation and the loss 
of attachment. For decades, children have grieved in silence, suppressing the effects of 
separation, accepting the fact that sacrifices must be made to assure a better life in 
anticipation for a future in the United States. Many Haitian children were separated from 
their parents for years, were raised by relatives, paid caregivers, or left in the care of 
neighbors. Reuniting with my mother at the age of 10 was a bittersweet moment, I was 
happy to finally see my mother again, but shortly realized that we were strangers living 
under the same roof. My mother was always angry, verbally abusive. I became home 
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sick, yearning to be with my father and brother again. I missed my caretaker, and my 
friends. The awkwardness lasted five years, then I moved back to Haiti to live with my 
father and brother. Although my story did not have a happy ending, I cannot assume that 
all stories are sad. I am curious to hear the voices of other adult children and their 
experiences with this phenomenon. All of this led me to focus on the experiences of adult 
children and the impact of transnational separation as the area of study for my applied 
clinical project (ACP). 
The complexity of relationships that arise from transnational connections calls 
into question dominant discourses about family bonds and requires that we adopt new 
theory and treatment considerations. In the Haitian culture, personal stories interconnect 
with our way of shaping the world around us. According to the concept described by 
Edward Bruner (1986), our stories are created within social contexts, in relationship with 
other people, family members, friends, and others, both inside and outside of our own 
culture, race, socioeconomic class, gender, sexual orientation, and religion influence our 
stories (Bruner, 1986).  
Sociocultural Context 
Historical Background of Haiti 
According to various sources and historians, 15th century Haiti was a fierce 
battleground for conquerors. They were Spanish, French, and British in origin. The 
literature on Haiti indicates that a sizable indigenous population of Caribbean native 
Indians lived peacefully on this island before the conquerors arrived. They did not 
survive and were quickly decimated. They were replaced by enslaved Africans who, from 
1492 to 1804, endured more than three centuries of physical torture and psychological 
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suppression. Their experiences included a wide variety of conflict that consisted of 
constant psycho-social and emotional distress, mixed anxiety, and depression. This often 
led to exacerbation, uprising, and even suicide. According to the accounts of Haitian 
historians, these Africans were isolated, they could neither verbally express suffering 
among themselves nor reject the adverse consequences. Rotberg (1971) noted that “they 
lacked common language, religions, social principles and technologies, being assembled 
in Haiti only because they were black” (pp. 34-35). This suggests that conquerors were 
wrong in perceiving that people who cannot communicate because of language 
differences would not agree on common strategies that would end their suffering. It is not 
possible for anyone to believe that any human being can continue to endure ongoing 
emotional distress forever. Our experiences teach us that there is always a limit beyond 
which every situation reaches (Rotberg, 1971).  
By the 16th century, historians such as Pachonski and Wilson (1986) argued that 
the struggle for domination of the island had not improved. The French allied themselves 
with the Spanish in order to overrun the British. After defeating the British, the Spanish 
and French split the island in a 1 to 2 ratio. Two thirds of the island would remain under 
the Spanish protectorate using the name of Santo Domingo or, as it is called today, the 
Dominican Republic. The smaller one third portion of the island would be occupied by 
the French. This portion retained the symbolic name of Haiti. The Spanish rule crumbled 
during the late 17th century. By 1697, the French occupied the entire island again. In 
1804, the French lost the war that liberated the island from the chains of the plantation 
life. The Dominican Republic remained under Haitian rule until the late 19th Century. 
Until today, one of the strongest economic periods for Haiti was the 18th century. During 
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this period, the island was under French occupation and dominated the world economy as 
the Pearl of the Antilles. The island provided huge export commodities in a competitive 
international market. In the preface to The Black Jacobins, James (1989) commented on 
the overall colonial life of Haiti in 1789. He stated that Haiti was the greatest colony in 
the world. It was the pride of France and the envy of every nation. Many studies 
supported his contention, but according to most historians, this sudden rise to economic 
stability was short-lived. By the early 19th century, Haiti sank into great debt in order to 
pay indemnity to France for its declaration of independence. It was further defeated into 
isolation because the rest of the world was not prepared to accept the reality that a few 
untrained Haitian soldiers could crush Napoleon’s best army. Haiti claimed freedom as 
the first independent Black nation in the Western hemisphere.  
As a result of this isolation, an ongoing political instability, marked by repeated 
coups d’état uprisings, prevented the tiny country from making any progress. Haiti was 
also occupied by the United States in the early 20th century before becoming the scene of 
wicked dictatorships over a period of three decades. Objective observers felt that the 
country and its people remained captive in a shattered historical background. It cannot be 
easily patched towards any channel of recovery. In reviewing the many events that 
shaped this historical background, it is important to note that there has never been a 
peaceful period of life in Haiti. Struggle for economic and sociopolitical power 
overshadows daily activities. It has become tainted over the years by heavy-armed 
civilian lifestyles that claim power without any decency. A social status prevails where 
guns rule over laws. The history of Haiti reflects the struggles of a people divided by 
boundaries featuring self-centered personalities. When a common goal is resolved, 
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motivation to cooperate is set aside in pursuit of individual and personal goal. These 
goals appear to be important in order to strengthen the Haitian pride. The Haitian 
personality is marked by individualism. There is always a conflict of interest in the 
family circle as to whose goals should be primary. The characteristic of Haitian 
personality can be best understood in the context of visualizing the country as the end 
product of a fragmented historical background. This fragmentation exerts influence upon 
the psychology of those of Haitian descent. This may have specifically shaped the Haitian 
personality in many aspects. There is no doubt that the burden of prolonged emotional 
distress places severe psychological restrictions upon the personality development of an 
ethnic minority group (James, 1989).  
Population 
Research shows that Haiti has a population of more than 9 million people and is 
growing at a rate of 2.2% per year. In 2003, almost 60% of the population lived in rural 
areas (Caribbean Country Management Unit, 2006). The population of the country is 
young, with approximately 50% of the population under 20 years of age. About 51% of 
the population is single and 44% is married or cohabiting. Racial demographics are 95% 
black and 5% mulatto. Port-au-Prince has a population above 1,000,000. Across Haiti, 
33% of the population lives in cities, while 67% lives in rural areas. Haiti has 700 people 
per square mile, which makes it the second to Barbados for population density in the 
Caribbean. On average in the urban areas, women give birth to three to four children; in 
the countryside, they average seven. Infant mortality is 97 per 1,000. There is one doctor 
per 4,000 inhabitants (Arthur, 2002). New Haitian communities have been created by 
hundreds of thousands of Haitians all over the world. After Port-au-Prince, New York 
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City has the largest Haitian population of any city, followed by Miami and Boston. These 
immigrant communities have been referred to as Haiti’s 10th Department, which is a 
reference to Haiti’s nine official governmental regions (Smith, 2001). 
Economy 
Haiti is often described as the poorest country in the Western hemisphere. It has 
the lowest income per capita, and approximately 80% of the population lives in poverty 
(Smith, 2001). Many people do not have income or a steady job. People who left the 
countryside to look for work occupy a large area of Port-au-Prince. Almost 70% of 
Haitians depend on agricultural work, mostly done on small farms, but much of the 
country’s economy depends on foreign aid and the resources of volunteer aid 
organizations. One important aspect of the Haitian economy is the role of communities 
engage in what is called konbit, in which work and resources are shared. This is often 
called working men-nan-men, or hand-in-hand. The key role played by traveling 
saleswomen is also notable. These women are often called Madan Sara, they go from 
town to town selling, trading, and exchanging goods. This aspect of the Haitian economy 
provides some independence for women (Smith, 2001). 
Language 
Haiti has two official languages, which are Haitian Creole (also known as Kreyol) 
and French. Of the population, 100% speak Kreyol, while 8% to 10% of Haitians can 
speak French. Like all French-based creoles, Kreyol is a mixture of French and the 
African languages that Haitian slaves spoke. This has been incorrectly described as a 
French dialect or as broken French. Its negative comparison to French is a legacy of 
colonialism (Valman, 1984). French has been a language of government and of power for 
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most of Haiti’s history, even after Haiti became independent. Although Kreyol has 
increased in status, French continues to provide access to power and prestige, and is more 
likely to be spoken by urban elites than by farmers in the countryside (Valdman, 1984). 
Haiti is marked by a powerful class hierarchy based on education, language, 
economic background, and culture (Desrosiers & Fleurose, 2002). Valdman (1984) 
argued that French language has acted primarily as a social filter in Haiti, restricting 
access to spaces of political, economic, and social power. Like many other Caribbean 
countries, it is part of the legacy of colonization and slavery. According to Trouillot 
(1990), Haiti also has significant social stratification (and discrimination) based on 
gradations of skin tone. Lighter skinned people are more likely to be members of the elite 
and of higher socioeconomic status. On the contrary, darker skinned people are more 
likely to be members of lower socio-economic groups and to experience more 
marginalization (Trouillot, 1990). 
Religion and Taboos 
Religion in Haiti is a very complex and sensitive topic, like language. Most 
people would describe themselves as very religious, and religion affects almost every 
aspect of Haitian society. Haiti is most famous (or infamous) for voodoo. While 90% of 
the country is Catholic and 10% is Protestant, voodoo exists side by side with Christian 
faiths. For many Haitians, there is no contradiction in calling themselves Christians while 
engaging in voodoo practices. This is more often the case with Catholics. Catholicism in 
Haiti is very ritualistic and has adapted itself to local ritual. It is less likely that 
Protestants would describe themselves as believers in voodoo. There have been some 
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Protestant-led attempts to diminish the role that voodoo plays in Haitian society 
(Laguerre, 1998).  
Voodoo is a mixture of African and Haitian beliefs. It has a complex cosmology 
made up of a large number of supernatural spirits. These spirits are believed to have great 
influence on human beings and for that reason, they must be respected. The term in 
Kreyòl for a spirit is lwa. Each family has a lwa associated with it. Daily life is conducted 
according to what would make these spirits happy. Voodoo practitioners believe lwa 
make their desires clear by possessing someone and speaking through them. Lwa also 
make their presence known in dreams. Often lwa will ask a mother to dedicate their 
newborn or unborn child to them. If the lwa's request is not honored, the lwa may 
possibly punish the mother or child by giving them a disability. Nobody wants to make a 
spirit angry, for the lwa will punish those who do not obey and respect them (Laguerre, 
1998).  
Voodoo has played a key role in Haitian history. Slave uprisings began with a 
secret voodoo ceremony. Voodoo helped provide some unity for the rebellious slaves. 
When Duvalier came to power in the late 1950s on a nativist platform, he used voodoo to 
support his position and power. The close association between the Duvalier and voodoo 
continued throughout both men regimes and complicates attitudes towards the religion 
now. According to Brown (1989; 1991), voodoo is based on a vision of life in which 
individuals are given identity, strength, and safety in a dangerous world through the thick 
fabric linking them together with other human beings, as well as spirits and ancestors.  
For this reason, disturbances in health or luck are a sign that relationships have 
been disrupted and may need to be mended. 
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Voodoo rituals heal individuals and groups “by exercising, strengthening, and 
mending relationships among the living, the dead, and the spirits” (Brown, 1991, p. 346). 
The only way to control health and luck is through “the care and feeding of family, in the 
largest sense of that term” (Brown, 1991, p. 346). For this reason, voodoo rituals usually 
involve feeding and caring for the spirits of ancestors. Voodoo rituals work 
simultaneously on the sick physical body/self and on the larger collectivity of humans. 
The word voodoo conjures up Hollywood images of zombies and bizarre ceremonies 
(Augustin, 1999). 
Education 
Although the Haitian constitution states that primary education is free and 
compulsory, access to education greatly varies. Primary school enrollment is about 65%, 
only about 56% of children are enrolled in primary and secondary schools, with less than 
15% graduating from secondary school (U.S. Department of State, 2001). There are 
virtually no schools in rural areas, the literacy rate in Haiti is about 45%. Haitian 
immigrants living in America with enough resources continue to send their children to 
Catholic and other private schools. Low income families whose children did not attend 
school in Haiti or who had limited schooling, rely on the public school system.  
Haitian parents share a perspective on education that differs from what is 
expected in the United States, regardless of the social class. Haitian parents completely 
trust schools and teachers. They are not accustomed to being proactive regarding their 
child’s schooling and often may not understand requests to attend meetings with teachers 
or administrators unless their child is in trouble. From the Haitian parents’ perspective, 
education is the responsibility of the school, while discipline and moral development are 
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the responsibility of the parents. They place a high value on education and have very high 
expectations of schools (Arthur, 2002). 
Communication 
Within the Haitian culture, oral form of communications is preferred over written. 
Communications often take place on audiotape instead of letters. Word of mouth (tele 
diol in Kreyol) is used to spread a wide range of information from gossip to political 
analysis. Cities with a large number of Haitian populations like New York, Boston, and 
Miami also have a number of radios and Haitian-related programs on local community 
access television stations. There are two French-language newspapers in Haiti, which are 
Le Nouvelliste and Le Matin, with a combined circulation of less than 20,000. 
Newspapers are beyond the reach of many citizens due to language differences, illiteracy, 
and cost. Print media in Kreyòl has been limited due to regional variations in the 
language and orthography. Kreyòl has had a standardized orthography for only the last 
two decades. There is a growing collection of texts written in Kreyòl and many 
newspapers include a page of news in Kreyòl (Arthur, 2002).  
Haitians Concept of Family and Community 
Family Structure and Community Role 
Craan (2002) underlined the great importance of family in Haitian society, which 
is heightened in times of stress and difficulties. The family in Haiti is elastic and 
extended and usually includes a large network of relatives, neighbors, and friends. The 
household in Haiti often consists of multiple generations with adult siblings living in the 
household with their families. The Haitian home (lakay) is designed toward the needs and 
strengths of the extended family. They usually do not dream of owning a house away 
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from the family. In the United States, it is not always possible for Haitians to find places 
where they can all live together under one roof. Because of economic pressure, they 
cannot replicate their Haitian living arrangements (Laguerre, 1998).  
Gender roles are well defined within couples: women are responsible for market 
transactions, management of the family budget, food preparation, and care of the 
children. Generally, men are responsible for agricultural work, providing for the family, 
and repair and maintenance of the home (Miller, 2000). Various degrees of status exist 
for women, from fanm mariye (spouse), to fanm kay (house woman) or fanm jadin 
(garden woman). Rural women migrating to the city constitute one of the most 
marginalized groups in society. Many are unemployed, single parents, and end up living 
in the slums of Port-au-Prince, Cap-Haitian, and Gonaives. Single mothers may have to 
resort to exchanging sex for cash or other resources for their families; or they can be 
found vending goods and food on the street (Bell, 2001).  
Elderly parents are highly respected and often cared for by their children or their 
relatives. If three or more generations are living in the house, power and authority are 
generally assumed in the following order: grandparents, father, mother, the eldest child 
and so on. Most Haitians have no old age pensions, savings or social security. Their 
children are their source of social security (Caribbean Country Management Unit, 2006). 
This is exemplified in the proverb timoun se richès malèrè (children are the wealth of the 
poor). Children are raised with great discipline, and physical correction is often used in 
Haitian households. When children violate the rules or disobey, corporal punishment 
such as spanking or beating with a switch or a belt is considered an acceptable form of 
punishment. In middle and lower income families, child rearing is shared by the parents 
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and older siblings. Male children are often accorded more prestige than female children 
(Gopaul-McNicol, Benjamin-Dartigue, & Francois, 1998).  
The Haitians’ family and community living in the United States have been 
described as transnational. The idea is that they do not identify themselves solely as 
residents of America or of Haiti, instead they live a life that bridges both countries. 
According to Laguerre (1998), the transnationality function was used as a metaphorical 
level in terms of how Haitians think about their affiliations and concerns. Because many 
Haitians make frequent trips between both countries, families are transnational in this 
sense as well and children often have one parent in each country. Haitian parents living in 
the Unites States may send their children to live in Haiti during difficult times or if they 
feel that the child is misbehaving or has picked up bad behavioral habits in the United 
States (Laguerre, 1998). 
Understanding the Cultural Context of Parenting in the Haitian Framework  
There is a saying in the Haitian proverb that Fanm se poto mitan (women are the 
center post). This proverb highlights the central role women play within Haitian families. 
Despite the history of male dominance, 70% of rural households are headed by women in 
Haiti. Since the 19th century (1804), Haitian women have been the stabilizing centers to 
uphold unique African traditions of womanhood and multiple mothering within a 
distinctive African space known as the lakou. The word lakou refers to family members 
and the group of houses in which Haitian families reside, and has been the principal 
family form. The original lakou was based on the African reality that raising children was 
too great a responsibility for only one or two people to bear, they believed that it was 
healthier for children and mothers to have contact with a wide circle of people and share 
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parenting responsibilities (Ambert, 1994 p. 530). Consequently, within this bounded 
space, with multiple caregivers for the children, Haitian mothers were able to carry out 
their traditional functions according to the healthy, successful parenting models of 
Haitian communities.  
Today, there exist many challenges that affect the parenting responsibilities 
within the bounded space lakou. According to the Pan American Health Organization's 
Haiti Profile, inflation was estimated at 15% from 1999 to 2000. Those numbers have 
since increased, putting more economic pressure on the family which causes chronic 
parenting stress (Abidin, 1992, p. 407). In desperate need to provide for their families, 
many Haitians fled to the United States, often times by boat, risking their lives in open 
water leaving behind their children and family (Jaimes, Lecomte, & Raphaël, 2008). 
Immigrating to the United States 
Although many have thought of as one of Haiti as a newer immigrant community 
in the United States, Haitians began migrating to the United States almost as soon as the 
United States became a country. Haitians also played a key role in early American 
history. A small group of Haitians (the Chasseurs Volontaires) saw action in Georgia 
during the American Revolution. Jean-Baptiste DuSable, a Haitian explorer, was the 
founder of the settlement that became Chicago. By the early 1800s, there were significant 
Haitian communities in Louisiana, Baltimore, and Philadelphia. These communities 
helped elect Haitian immigrants to the United States Congress and created social clubs in 
each of these places. In Fouron’s research (1983), it was stated that from 1804 to 1898, 
Haiti was an immigrant receiving nation. In the early 19th century, runaway slaves from 
other colonies made their way to Haiti. At the end of the century, approximately 15,000 
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immigrants from the Middle East settled in Haiti (Fouron, 1983). However, as the 20th 
century brought continued economic and political violence, Haiti’s emigration increased. 
In fact, 15% of the population left between 1957 and 1984 (Glick-Schiller et al., 1987). 
The mulatto elites and rural landowners emigrated from Haiti to the United States from 
the 1950s to the 1960s. They thought they were escaping a short-term political turmoil in 
Haiti and did not think of themselves as permanent residents of the United States. Since 
the situation in Haiti did not improve, they were forced to remain here. For the most part, 
they have been completely subsumed into American society (Fouron, 1983). There was a 
“large scale” revision in immigration law in the United States during the mid-1960s that 
resulted in increased immigration from all over the globe. Encouraged by employers in 
the United States who had lost their low-wage workforce to the Vietnam War, many 
Haitians made their way to the United States. This wave of immigration was a 
demographically mixed population of Haitians. On the whole, they were less skilled than 
individuals in the previous exodus (Fouron, 1983).  
During the early 1980s, the exodus of the boat people began. Once they reached 
the shores of the United States, these unwanted and unpopular immigrants were put into 
detainment camps, often for long periods of time. Some of these camps were located in 
upstate New York and Texas, far away from family and friends. In 1982, 10,000 people 
marched in Washington D.C. to protest the United States’ government policy and to ask 
for the release of the boat people. When news of Duvalier’s retreat from Haiti reached 
America, 25,000 Haitians gathered in the streets of New York City and sang in Kreyòl 
(Glick-Schiller et al., 1987).  
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Most Haitians, however, did not return to their homeland. While they can travel 
back to Haiti, most cannot stay there permanently. Life in Haiti is still difficult. With no 
money or credentials, many members of the diaspora remain trapped outside of Haiti. 
These Haitians have built lives in the United States while remaining in touch with Haiti. 
Rather than having a single identity, Haitians in the United States have a dual focus––a 
transnational identity (Arthur, 2002). For many Haitian immigrants, ethnic identity within 
the United States is not the defining element of their lives. At times, they identify as an 
ethnic minority (Haitian) and at other times they identify as black. In Water’s (1996) 
study of immigrants from Haiti and the Caribbean, Haitian informants thought of 
themselves as “hardworking, ambitious, militant about racial identity, but not overly 
sensitive about race, committed to education and to the family” (p. 171). Immigrants in 
this study saw black Americans as “lazy, disorganized, and obsessed with racial slights 
and barriers” (p. 196).  
Although life might be hard for Haitians living in the United States, in many 
ways, it is better than anything they could expect in Haiti. A deep sense of relative 
deprivation serves to mitigate some of the oppression they experience. In this way, 
Haitian immigrants compare their current position to the economic situation in Haiti, 
rather than to their peers in the United States (Woldemikael, 1989). While subjects in 
Waters’ study identified positive aspects of Haitian identity, for example hard working, 
some Haitian immigrants do not self-identify as Haitians. In reaction to prejudicial 
attitudes towards Haitians, some have become undercover Haitians, who identify as 
anything (e.g., Canadian, French, and Jamaican) other than Haitian (Zephir, 1996). While 
this is the experience of a small portion of the Haitian immigrant population, it is 
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significant. Outreach efforts aimed at Haitians may not reach all of the intended 
population. Some individuals and families may not want to seek service at a center 
defined as a Haitian center (Zephir, 1996). The different treatment Haitian refugees 
receive compare to others from their region is a current concern. In regions such as Cuba, 
refugees who reach American shores are granted the status of political refugees, which is 
not the case for Haitians. Currently, Haitian refugees who come to the United States 
without documentation are kept in INS facilities while awaiting their hearings. Most are 
sent home at the end of the legal process. This difference in treatment is a key concern of 
the Haitian community in the United States. In addition to the dealing with 
discrimination, relative deprivation, language barriers, and struggling to fit in, Haitian 
parents have added stressors of having a prolonged separation from the children they left 
behind (Zephir, 2001).  
Parenting Abroad 
In Haiti, extended family and fictive kin are usually the primary sources of 
support. Haitians view home (lakay) and family as both biological and relational. When 
Haitian parents come to America and leave their children behind, they rely on those 
extended and fictive kin to care for their children. They view the social support as a 
buffer for their stressful situations. With no other way to meet the family’s needs besides 
migration, many parents and children are separated for years at a time. How does 
migration impact the family and its ability to meet their goals? To what degree can 
parents perform their parenting duties from afar? What are the impacts of child-parent 
separation? Can other caregivers be adequate substitutes for the migrant parents?  
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According to Grinberg (1989), migrants are not only affected by political and 
social realities, but also by psychological ones. For this reason, scholars interested in how 
migration impacts the parent-child relationship and the children left behind are wise to 
turn to psychoanalysts León and Rebeca Grinberg who are among the first to present a 
sophisticated study of the adjustment process endured by migrants. The Grinbergs (1989) 
saw some migrations as causing psychological trauma. They defined trauma as “any 
violent shock and its consequences” (p. 38). Departure, prolonged separation from one’s 
place of origin and loved ones, uncertainty about the conditions in the receiving country, 
and the risks and dangers associated with the actual migration journey all may be 
considered a shock to a migrant’s psyche, with accompanying feelings of anxiety, 
depression, and mourning. Migration is not an isolated traumatic experience that 
manifests itself at the moment of departure-separation from the place of origin, or that of 
arrival in the new, unfamiliar place where the individual will settle down. Migration 
would fall into the category of the so-called “cumulative” and “tension” traumas, with 
reactions not always spectacular, but with profound and lasting effects.  
The specific quality of reaction to the traumatic experience of migration is the 
feeling of helplessness. This risk is experienced more intensely if important situations of 
privation and separation have been suffered during childhood, resulting in experiences of 
anxiety and helplessness (Grinberg & Grinberg, 1984). Motivated to take desperate 
measures in an attempt to raise themselves and their families out of poverty, they realize 
they have an impossible choice to remain in poverty or to leave their families in order to 
demonstrate how much they love and care for them. The families left behind, especially 
the children, also find themselves in a difficult situation the children of migrants must 
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adjust to the semi-permanent loss of a parent, and cope with the hole that is left in their 
lives while they continue to pass through the stages of physical, social, and emotional 
development (Achotegui, 2010).  
Family Separation 
Transnational families experience a number of challenges as a result of family 
separation. Most difficult, perhaps, is when parents and children must live apart for long 
periods. The increasing prevalence of this type of household is evidenced by a 2007 
paper produced by UNICEF entitled, The Impact of International Migration: Children 
Left Behind in Selected Countries of Latin America and the Caribbean. But the 
consequences of this aspect of transnational family life are presently under debate. When 
family members live in a transnational context, the family form is often shifted. Children 
are often left with extended family members or a remaining parent in the native country 
who takes care of them.  
According to Suarez-Orozco (2002), the primary goal for many parents is to 
maintain contact with their children and contribute to their material well-being. However, 
matters can be complicated while children continue to age, develop, and learn different 
values and customs that may create gaps in the growth of their relationship with the 
absentee parent (Suarez-Orozco, Bang, & Kim, 2002). Falicov (2007) explained that 
when children join their parents in the host country, parents sometimes expect gratitude, 
but children may express feelings of ambivalence, resentment, or indifference. Suarez-
Orozco, Bang, and Kim (2011) conducted a study where children reported missing their 
parent(s) living in the homeland, but when separations were for extended periods of time, 
they reported feeling like they were meeting a stranger or a distant relative. Although 
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regular communication and visits have been made possible by technology, migrants often 
find that financial difficulties limit family contact to a much greater degree than they had 
anticipated (Mahler, 1998).  
Access to the advantages of technology is unequally available, limited not only by 
economic status, but by geographic location, as well. Migrants from areas that lack 
modern infrastructure are much less able to maintain regular transnational 
communication (Parreñas, 2005b). And migrants who lack legal documentation are 
unable to travel freely; they often choose to forego visits home in order to avoid further 
illegal and risky border crossings (Adler, 2000). Family separations may be emotionally 
difficult on both parents and children (Suarez-Orozco et al., 2002). Siblings are separated 
in some cases, as some children migrate along with a parent while others are left in the 
home country. Or while some children may have been left in the homeland when their 
parents migrated, other children may be born and raised in the host country with full 
citizenship. Siblings raised in different countries may not share a culture or even a 
language. Such separations may be painful and provoke jealousies within the family. Not 
only do children suffer from the absence of their parents, but they often become attached 
to their caretakers and experience a similar grief when they are sent to the United States 
to rejoin their parent.  
Reuniting, perhaps years later, parents and children may have become virtual 
strangers and experience ambivalent feelings about living together again. And in some 
cases, parents leave children behind and fail to maintain financial support and eventually 
cease contact (Suarez-Orozco et al., 2002). Regardless of how the family divided, 
familial roles tend to be changed by transnationalism. The literature suggested that 
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women maintain the primary responsibility for child rearing, with aunts and 
grandmothers caring for children left behind when mothers migrate (Parreñas, 2005a). 
When fathers are left in charge, households are characterized as less stable, with less 
favorable outcomes for children.  
Gender Dynamics in Transnational Caretaking 
Although transnational caretaking is a responsibility that falls disproportionately 
to women, it also affects children who are called upon to care for siblings or take on other 
household tasks in the absence of a parent (Parreñas, 2005a). According to Parreñas 
(2010), transnational motherhood has been at the forefront of a heated debate among 
scholars, in the general public, the media, both in the home and host societies, social and 
political spheres, and among other stakeholders. This widespread concern has sometimes 
come close to moral panics for an issue that subverts gendered social expectations in the 
highly normative field of family life and relations. Female labor migration, in itself, 
questions both the constructions of motherhood based on physical and emotional 
closeness, and the constructions of fatherhood grounded only in (male) breadwinning 
(Parreñas, 2005a).  
An open question is whether and under what circumstances these tensions have 
durable effects on gender relationships, rather than inducing only temporary adjustments–
–in more or less conflictive, painful, and effective terms (Parreñas, 2010). Researchers 
such as Carling, Menjivar, and Schmalzbauer (2012) and Dreby and Atkins (2010) have 
mentioned that, judging from the number of studies now available, transnational 
parenting experiences and care arrangements, while spanning all over the world, are 
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extremely diverse and variable (Mazzucato & Schans, 2011). Falicov (2007) insisted 
collectivist caregiving practices are neither new nor worrisome.  
My opinion is not to denounce collectivist or tri-generational models of 
caregiving; rather, my contention is that parental migration during childhood is a 
traumatic event that has been overlooked in the literature and in clinical settings. Parental 
migration needs to be understood as a crisis in the lives of children. The separation 
following migration is likely to forever alter the nature of the child-parent relationship; 
this relationship may be repaired and restored, but many children of migrants report 
feeling a void that cannot be forgotten (Artico, 2003). A myriad of case studies has 
focused both on the systems of meanings and representations associated to parenting 
from afar, and on the ensuing social practices, thus uncovering the influence of migration 
on the ways care is valued, practiced, and understood on a day-to-day basis (Baldassar et 
al., 2006). Such changes need to be read in the light of how culturally and locally-specific 
gender relationships are challenged or reproduced in a transnational social space (Mahler 
& Pessar, 2001; Pessar & Mahler, 2003).  
Although father migration is often understood as a natural expansion of their 
providing role (with no major effects of stigmatization or social alarm), mothers’ 
migration is more frequently associated with new, and potentially conflicting, meanings 
and practices of care, as studies from several countries in Latin America and the 
Philippines have shown (see for instance Bernhard et al., 2009; Dreby, 2006; Gamburd, 
2000; Parreñas, 2001, 2008). In fact, female labor migration entails a “stretching” of 
motherhood to include breadwinning (Asis et al., 2004), along with forms of care co-
management that rely on non-migrant active collaboration.  
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Male labor migration, in turn, is more likely to be associated with a traditional 
division of family tasks as far as care and livelihood commitments are concerned. The 
transnationalization of care obligations and practices may well pave the way for new 
social understandings of fatherhood and, of course, of motherhood itself (Parreñas, 2008). 
Additionally, the continuity and frequency of transnational practices is critical to the 
efficacy and sustainability of caring from afar (Baldassar, 2007; Boccagni, 2012). This 
especially applies to remittances, home visits, and phone, the three most relevant 
indicators for operationalizing migrant cross border ties (Soehl & Waldinger, 2010). As 
showed by a plethora of studies (Baldassar, 2006; Baldassar et al., 2006; Gardner & 
Grillo, 2002; Mason, 2004; Parreñas, 2005a; Sutton, 2004), long-distance family 
practices and rituals are permeated with a multiplicity of meanings and expectations, well 
beyond their most obvious function, which is to ensure children’s social reproduction 
and, potentially at least, recreate intimacy with family rather than exerting control over 
them. Indeed, such practices act as a public display (Finch, 2007) of the ongoing 
significance of parent-child relationships, which are threatened by parental absence. They 
may also protect parents from abandonment allegations.  
As the narrative of many migrants and their children suggest, the distress 
stemming from the impossibility to be there and to share a communal space is 
particularly intense during family rituals such as religious feasts, birthdays, funerals, or 
weddings (Pleck, 2000). It is on these peculiar occasions, in which family unity is 
expected to be fully displayed, that their physical absence seems hardest to bear (Banfi & 
Boccagni, 2011; Parreñas, 2001). Since the seminal contribution of Hondagneu-Sotelo 
and Ávila (1997) on the Mexican migration case, both commonalities and distinctive 
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patterns have been highlighted in how transnational caregiving is performed by emigrant 
parents, as well as by their non-migrant children (and the latter’s caregivers). Judging 
from the number of studies now available, transnational parenting experiences and care 
arrangements, while spanning all over the world, are extremely diverse and variable 
(Carling et al., 2012; Dreby & Atkins, 2010; Mazzucato & Schans, 2011). In the study of 
Haitian migrants, the extended family is the essential social unit and core of transnational 
activity (Brown, 1991; Glick-Schiller & Fouron 1999; Fjellman & Gladwin, 1985; 
Laguerre, 1998; Richman, 2005; Stepick et al., 2001).  
The Role of the Extended Family 
The historic origins of Haitian communal life center on the family compound, the 
lakou, and relationships with kin living elsewhere. For Haitians, a family-centered 
approach to the study of transnational activity is appropriate because of the cultural 
context that hinges on familial duties and obligations. The extended family, not the 
hometown nor the individual, is viewed as the primary social unit among Haitians. I use 
the term extended family to emphasize the expansive, multi-generational nature of this 
fundamental social unit; but, for Haitians, this is simply family. The metaphor of a tree is 
often employed, indicating that individuals, like branches, may grow and usually nourish 
and contribute to the strength of the tree; but sometimes, they may be weak, fall off, or 
need to be cut off to maintain the health of the tree as a whole (Dash, 2001). 
Managing Family Relationships 
The material dimensions of transnational family relationships are most often the 
impetus for migration and a major factor in the on-going interactions among family 
members. Many migrants send regular remittances and often sacrifice to send as much 
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money as possible to relatives at home (Schmalzbauer, 2004). The Migration Policy 
Institute estimates that $414 billion in remittances were transferred globally in 2009; that 
sum includes only cash transmitted through formal means and misses the substantial 
quantities of money and goods remitted outside of channels such as banks and money 
transfer services. But family members in the homeland also play an economic although 
generally unquantified role in the maintenance of the family. They are sometimes 
characterized as merely “eating up” migrants' remittances (Richman, 2005, p. 41), kin 
networks at home are often relied upon to maintain small businesses, build homes, and 
make other investments for the migrants, and above all to care for children and elderly 
relatives left behind (Glick-Schiller & Fouron, 2001; Levitt, 2001; Richman, 2005).  
The nature of familial relationships is altered by a transnational distribution of 
labor, in which income is primarily generated abroad and remitted to kin who remain in 
the homeland. Levitt (2001) argued, “Migrants' power increases as their family's 
economic dependence on them grows” (p. 89). But this power shift is not unproblematic. 
Migrants may become resentful of the dependency of those left at home, even as those 
distant kin serve to validate migrants' claims to enhanced status based on the remittances 
they provide. This attitude may also evolve as a migrant becomes acculturated to more 
individualistic norms of the US “an example of the kind of cultural frontiers that are 
crossed by some family members and not others in a transnational family” (Schmalzbauer 
2004, p. 66). 
Identifying the Needs 
Over the past decade, there have been studies conducted on transnational families 
with members who live across national borders that examined how the transnational 
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living arrangements have affected children in those families (Borraz, 2005). According to 
Borraz (2005), Dreby (2006), and Heymann (2009), the purpose of these studies was to 
show whether children benefit from their parents’ migration depends on the economic 
and psychological outcomes or on the characteristics of the parent and child. Children 
might benefit from remittances while suffering emotionally from prolonged separation. 
These studies have shown that economic and psychological processes to be gendered 
(Aranda, 2003). In a study by Abrego (2009), it was found that families in which the 
mother migrated were more likely to thrive economically than father-migrant families 
because of the extreme sacrifices mothers make to send remittances home. However, 
Parrena’s (2005b) study found that children experience more emotional problems when 
their mother migrates compared to when their father migrates because of traditional 
gender norms related to care (Lahaie et al., 2009). According to Dreby (2007), children 
felt abandoned by their parents and in some cases responded by detaching themselves 
from the parent that left; such feelings might lead to unwanted behavior such as quitting 
school or gang involvement. Dreby noted that  
Haitian parents raised in a rigidly disciplined environment back home, tend to 
interpret such behavior as a child being rebellious or lack of submission. This is 
because disciplining a child in our culture is often perceived as complete 
submission of the child, and there is often no communication taking place to 
understand the reasons behind the child’s behavior. (p.18)  
Consequently, for migrants who left to ensure better opportunities for their children, the 
unintended consequences of their migration might include a strained relationship with 
their children and a loss of educational opportunities for their children (Dreby, 2007). 
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The aforementioned studies show that some exciting work has recently emerged 
in the field of transnational families and child well-being. Glick (2010) mentioned in her 
recent review of research on immigrant families that “researchers have become 
increasingly aware of the bi-national nation in which many immigrant families operate 
and the strategies they employ” (p. 507). According to scholars, despite this progress, 
some significant gaps remain in scholarship on transnational families. First, most studies 
in this area are small-scale qualitative studies that do not collect systematic data on the 
topic of parental stressors. It is therefore difficult to assess and verify the information 
presented in these studies. The second gap is related to a more general criticism of studies 
on transnationalism in which “they study cases of the phenomenon itself so it is difficult 
to say anything about the extent of the phenomenon and whether it is increasing” (Portes, 
2001, p. 181-193). Throughout these studies of transnational families in other countries 
such as Asia, Mexico, Canada, and Africa, there was no mention of Haitian transnational 
separation and its effect on Haitian families in comparison to other transnational families.  
Many undocumented Haitians were unable to travel back and forth to visit their 
family. They worked hard and sent remittances to support the financial need of the 
household and fund the education of the children they left behind. Remittances usually 
refer to the money and resources that migrants send to their place of origin. Yet 
remittances are also an indicator of the strength and extent of the social relations between 
the migrants and the family members left behind. Emigrants leave their family behind 
geographically but not emotionally, and most of them keep their commitments to their 
family. Remittances represent the sweat and tears that migrants endure in order to provide 
their families with even a humble improvement in their living standards (Castaneda, 
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2006). Remittances are not only important economically, but they are also a means to 
express care for the recipients in a way that makes kinship, friendship, and other social 
ties transparent. Social relations and categorical memberships precede remittances 
(Zelizer & Tilly, 2006). Remittances reinforce previous social ties and commitments, 
which maintain trust networks and emotional bonds across distances (Tilly, 2006). As a 
result of those children feeling neglected, many of them became resentful of the parent 
from whom they were separated, which often creates a profound rift between that parent 
and the children or child. 
Although I do not capture every aspect of Haiti or the Haitian immigrants living 
in America, it is my hope that in addressing the various impacts of migration on adult 
children, the need for more collaborative efforts in research and data collection are 
identified and add to the understanding of the complexity of the situation within the 
Haitian context. The relational stresses and the almost untenable choices that economic 
immigrants face take the form of separations and reunions of parents and children, and 
difficult gender or generation transformations that need to be considered against this new 
transnational backdrop. This ACP invited adult children to speak openly about the 
psychological effects of transnational separation. Reflecting on my and my brother’s 
relationship with our mother helped me to take a different perspective for this ACP. As a 
child of transnational parenting in the Haitian culture who was estranged from her 
mother, I have a unique perspective on this issue. My examination of these issues, 
combined with my personal experiences, have opened my mind to what I hope to achieve 
in this ACP, specifically by having conversations with adult children in order to develop 
an understanding of their perspectives. 
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Applying Narrative Therapy to Promote Conversation 
A postmodern narrative therapy approach was applied in order to effectively 
execute the goal of this program. Through my studies and research of narrative experts 
such as Michael White, John Winslade, David Epston, and Celia Falicov, I found that 
narrative therapy is based on the idea that a person’s life and relationships are shaped by 
the “stories” that a person engages in with others. I decided to take a trip back to my 
childhood when the pain of family separation created so many blurred emotions 
(loneliness, vulnerability, insecurity) within my system. I had the opportunity to step 
outside of myself, to question my own views on my personal stories, and to understand 
how my own history have played a part in how I make sense of my own identity. I 
realized that through my own stories, I was able to define the person that I am today. I 
found similarities within my own system that expanded my curiosity to explore other 
stories within my Haitian culture. Storytelling and metaphors play a significant role for 
Haitian families; our stories interconnect with our way of shaping the world around us. 
According to Morgan (2000), “we live our lives through stories that consist of events that 
are linked in sequence across time. Stories are a way we map our experiences to create 
meaning overtime” (p. 5).  
I used some of the skills that I learned as a narrative therapist to help generate 
conversations with the adult children regarding their experiences with transnational 
separation. My interest in the narrative model helped me develop a clearer understanding 
of White and Epston’s (1990) theories of the narrative approach and how it helps clients 
generate alternative stories. According to White and Epston, externalizing conversations 
helps separate clients from the problem. It also allows therapists to use deconstructive 
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questioning to help clients question the values and beliefs that support the problem, thus 
creating new ways to prevent the problem from interfering in the future. According to 
White (1992), the concept of identity is important in narrative therapy because it aims not 
to combine people’s identities with the problems they may face or the mistakes they have 
made. Rather, the approach seek to avoid modernist notion of the self that lead people to 
believe there is a biologically determine true self (p.18).  
In his study, White (1992) found that “identity is seen as primarily social and can 
be changed according to the choices that people make” (p. 121). Pulling from some of the 
ideas of narrative approach, the family system must be introduced in a respectful manner 
and aligned with the beliefs and cultural system of transnational separation. Together 
with the adult children, an in-depth discussion established a better understanding of the 
importance of intergenerational relationships. The goals for this ACP became clearer with 
questions that awakened significant conversation about the issue. These interviews 
encouraged adult children to openly engage in conversations regarding the emotional 
consequences of geographical distance within their family system. 
Goals of the Project 
This project contributed to the research on the experience of transnational 
separation that provided a rich context in which to explore the balance between the side 
effects of transnational separation and the relationship with those parents. The purpose of 
this project was not to focus on the gap from other transnational research; instead, it 
added to the existing body of research for transnational separation. This ACP explored 
the possibility of working from a culturally competent framework to engage adult 
children to be mindful of their experiences through their journey, their side effect of 
 
 
30 
 
being separated from their parents. The goals of this ACP were to provide an 
understanding of transnational separation, effectively promote conversations between 
therapists and adult children, and provide adult children with the opportunity to recount 
their experiences growing-up in Haiti while their parents lived in the United States.  
In the Haitian community, many people do not believe in seeking outside help or 
resources to work through family issues; instead, they create their own interventions or 
push things under the rug. They often do not go outside the family at all to look for 
support services such as support group meetings, family counseling, social events, and 
individualized support. Many Haitians believe that a person who does not share the same 
culture cannot understand their struggles. Throughout my personal experiences with the 
Haitian culture, I have come to realize that it was not enough to advertise a program and 
expect Haitian clients to attend. Haitians often rely upon a close family network to 
provide support. Given the Haitian perception of family therapy, the decision to attend 
may be associated with fear of being perceived as crazy. A few overarching questions 
guided my research throughout this study, specifically how do you think your life has 
been impacted by the separation? 
Summary 
As discussed in this chapter, the emotional consequences of family separation 
have implications for Haitian immigrant integration with the receiving society and for the 
economic development at the place of origin. Many implications concentrate on the 
economic aspects of remittances, disregarding the subjective perspective and the 
meaning-making aspects of the migration experience and the economic consequences 
derived from this. Zelizer (2006) argued that the suffering of the children left behind is an 
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intrinsic part of the logic of remittance-economies. Sometimes families “pay” for 
remittances with the psychological traumas engendered by migration and family 
separation (Zelizer, 2006). Transnational families keep many facets of social life 
suspended, waiting for reunification on either side of the border. They face a spatial and 
temporal split that creates uncertain and novel relations between family members who are 
home and those who are abroad. They continue to make emotional investments, which 
are as powerful and as important as economic investments. Many undocumented Haitians 
often find themselves in limbo, not sure how long they can stay abroad, living in a state 
of fear and anxiety that causes malaise and emotional stress when far away from the 
support of the extended family and community of origin (Zelizer, 2006).  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
The purpose of this chapter is to review literature related to transnational 
separation. The literature is organized into the following categories: (a) transnationalism, 
(b) transnational ties, (c) transnational social field, and (d) extended families.  
What is Transnationalism? 
The term transnational has been defined in many different ways by scholars. 
Falicov (2007) described it as transnationals who live in different countries but maintain 
emotional ties with each other. Portes (2001) described transnational as being “neither 
here nor there” (p.181). These families live in different nations while still maintaining a 
collective welfare and unity across borders (Bryceson & Vuorelav, 2002). Portes and 
Celaya (2013) added that this connection with the country of origin also includes 
economic contributions, the development of cultural communities and organizations, and 
transnational enterprises (Portes & Celaya, 2013). 
According to Falicov (2007) migration and transnational living is an inevitable 
stress that must be considered. Reynolds (2005) and Chioneso (2008) mentioned that 
although maintaining contact with heritage culture is valuable, some effects on the 
acculturation process in the host nations still exist. One effect was the constant re-living 
of native practices as one was living in a host country, which increased ambiguity 
regarding processes of acculturation. The other effect was the tendency to hold on to 
native-culture practices that impacts sociocultural beliefs and practices of host societies. 
The third effect was the dynamic nature of such cultural practices that create a shift in 
structure and roles of the family (Chioneso, 2008; Reynolds, 2005).  
 
 
33 
 
In 1960s, transnationalism was often associated with phenomena of multi-sited 
corporate structures that spanned national boundaries (Glick-Schiller et al., 1992). By the 
next decade it was used to describe practices and institutions that superseded or were 
unconstrained by the nation-state. Migrants, of course, always crossed borders, but ideas 
that the nation-state would inevitably relinquish its hegemony in the structure of global 
affairs entered the migration literature framing the analysis of their continued ties to their 
homeland in new ways. In several books and articles in the early 1990s, Glick-Schiller 
and colleagues (1992) proposed that the study of contemporary immigrants must consider 
the persistent ties to their home societies. They suggested that this avenue of scholarship 
identified “a new process of migration” and that immigrants might be “best understood as 
transmigrants” (Glick-Schiller et al., 1992, p. 24). By contrasting immigrant lives that are 
vitally connected to people, practices, and institutions of their homeland to the trope of 
the uprooted, they framed these persistent connections as something new. Further, they 
suggested that these enduring ties challenged the existing global order dominated by 
nation-states, instead arguing that social structures need not be bound to political 
structures, even as they are shaped by them.  
This vein of scholarship emphasized the distinction between assimilative 
tendencies and the structures that support enduring connection to the homeland. 
Immigrants who participated whether through travel, commerce, religious affiliation, 
remittances, or simply interpersonal communication in activities that crossed national 
boundaries were seen as a challenge to the nation-state. Asserting equivalence to a 
grassroots political movement, immigrant cross-border activity was described as 
“transnationalism from below” (Smith & Guarnizo, 1998). Although transnationalism 
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among immigrants was characterized as something new in the early writings of Glick 
Schiller and her colleagues, other scholars demonstrated that forms of transnational 
activity are evident among migrants of previous eras as well (Foner, 2001; Morawska, 
2003; Portes et al., 2001).  
But technological advances have certainly changed the nature of transnational 
relationships. Rapid forms of communication, the reach of global media, and the potential 
to travel quickly from one country to another make the possibility of maintaining 
transnational ties much more feasible today. Nevertheless, access to advanced technology 
is still limited by economic means and the reach of infrastructure. Modern 
communications technologies such as cell phones and internet are not available in many 
poor, rural areas or may be too costly (Mahler, 1998). The ability to travel is limited by 
economics and geography and in addition may be curtailed by a migrant's legal status or a 
family's ability to secure necessary visas (Mahler, 1998). 
As several studies have shown, transnational parenthood mostly takes the 
contours of a forced transnationality (Bernhard et al., 2009; Boccagni, 2012; Raijman et 
al., 2003). Among the factors accounting for this, immigration policies in receiving 
countries are often stressed. Migrant settlement on a family basis can be complicated by 
the institutional regulation of immigrant legal status (Fresnoza-Flot, 2009), including the 
requirements associated with family reunion (Bonizzoni, 2009, 2011). Yet, the complex 
effects of immigration policies on family arrangements deserve further elaboration 
(Carling et al., 2012; Mazzucato & Schans, 2011). Even within a generally restrictive 
framework, receiving country policies vary along several lines, as for the fundamental 
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rights aliens are acknowledged, their opportunities for legal entry, and then for 
regularization (Ambrosini, 2011; Baldwin-Edwards & Kraler, 2009). 
Transnational Ties: Access to Resources, Opportunity, and Status 
Researchers have developed different conclusions about the most important 
reasons immigrants maintain transnational ties, which are complex and multifaceted. 
While for some scholars, evidence of transnational affiliations has been applied as a 
critique of the nation-state and evidence of its declining hegemony, for migrants 
themselves a relationship to the nation-state is often not their primary attachment, 
identification, or concern (Olwig, 2002). This political perspective on transnational 
activity overlooked the quotidian transnationalism of many immigrants who simply 
maintain relationships and activities from their pre-migration lives, becoming embedded, 
simultaneously, in both societies. But some of the key rationales for transnational 
practices include maximizing access to resources, opportunity, and status. The concept of 
reactive transnationalism, a strategy in response to racial or ethnic marginalization in the 
host society, is one such response (Itzigsohn & Saucedo, 2006). Glick-Schiller et al. 
(1992) argued that “immigrant transnationalism is best understood as a response to the 
fact that in a global economy, contemporary migrants have found full incorporation in the 
countries within which they resettle either not possible or not desirable” (p. 52). 
Immigrants who find themselves excluded or relegated to the bottom of the social 
hierarchy may reject full incorporation into the host society, resisting assimilation by 
emphasizing an on-going attachment to their homeland. Glick-Schiller et al. (1987) found 
that the children of Haitian immigrants in the United States “see connection with Haiti as 
a way to escape racial barriers and the restriction of economic opportunities they 
 
 
36 
 
increasingly are facing in the United States” (p. 197). And Espiritu and Tran (2002) 
suggested that second-generation Vietnamese experiences with racism and exclusion 
contribute to a “symbolic transnationalism” that may have little to do with a physical 
crossing of national borders but provides a psychological salve. 
This understanding of transnationalism as a response to negative experiences in 
the host society led, at first, to a characterization of transnationalism as a challenge to the 
presumptions of assimilation and eventual incorporation of immigrants into the host 
society (Basch et al., 1994). However, such conclusions have given way toward a view 
that transnationalism and assimilation may be concurrent and even complementary 
(Itzigsohn & Saucedo, 2006; Levitt & Glick-Schiller, 2004; Portes, 2001). For some 
immigrants and their children, transnational pursuits may not be a resistance of 
assimilation, but rather an attempt to renegotiate the terms of their incorporation into the 
host society. Smith (2001, 2006) suggested that the process of assimilation itself creates 
an impetus for undertaking transnational activities. He concluded that transnationalism 
among the Mexican immigrant youth he studied was a reaction to the discrimination they 
faced in the United States and a way to distinguish themselves as “not black” and “not 
Puerto Rican” thus resisting placement in what were perceived to be in the lowest social 
categories.  
Smith (2001) argued that “rather than squashing transnationalism, assimilative 
pressures actually foster it by giving the second generation a reason to want to redefine 
their Mexican-ness in a new context” (p. 148). These activities can be characterized as a 
transnational pursuit of status. Whereas an immigrant’s material resources may not be 
sufficient to elevate their status in the United States, remittances, participation in 
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hometown associations, and display of consumer goods can change the way they are 
perceived in the homeland. Goldring (1998) concluded that the Mexican transmigrants 
she studied “participate in the modification of their social landscape” including the ways 
they are themselves perceived and the image of their ethnic group as well (p. 167). She 
attested, 
Transnational social fields, and localities of origin in particular, provide a special 
context in which people can improve their social position and perhaps their 
power, make claims about their changing status and have it appropriately 
valorized, and also participate in changing their place of origin so that it becomes 
more consistent with their changing statuses and expectations. (p. 167) 
Building upon these ideas, George (2005) emphasized both the extended family 
and the church as important arenas for transnational claims of social status among 
transnational Keralite Indians. She pointed out the value of leadership positions in 
transnational churches in enhancing the status of otherwise marginalized immigrant men 
But George further elaborated that those who enjoy a privileged place within the 
traditional hierarchies may strive to limit these innovative claims to status. She also found 
that gender and class-based stigmas were employed within the transnational social field 
to deflect these immigrants' efforts to advance their social standing. An immigrant’s quest 
for social mobility faces challenges from within the ethnic group as well as those they 
encounter in the native population of the host society. 
While some migrants seek transnational opportunities to access resources and 
build status when they encounter boundaries to the benefits of the host society, for others 
transnational activities may be facilitated by full incorporation into the host society. At 
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least in terms of political and business activities, immigrants who are more thoroughly 
incorporated into the host society have also been found to be more likely to be engaged 
transnationally (Itzigsohn & Saucedo, 2002; Portes, 2003). This type of “resource 
dependent transnationalism” requires not only financial resources, but also the necessary 
access to communication and transportation technologies and the ability to navigate the 
economic structures in each location. In these cases, successful integration into the host 
society may offer economic and political advantages as well as greater freedom to travel. 
In fact, status as a permanent legal resident or citizen in the United States provides 
valuable mobility resources that can be utilized to facilitate the migration of other family 
members. 
Transnational Social Fields and Extended Families 
The concept of the transnational social field is useful for studying lives that 
regularly involve cross-border activities and communication. In the early transnational 
migration literature, with its concerns about potential political transformation, the social 
field concept was used to stress the intersections of migrants with the two or more states 
in which they were embedded (Glick-Schiller et al., 1995). However, more recent 
analyses focused on social relationships and, in particular, the distribution of power 
within them. Synthesizing the ways in which the concept had been used in their own 
earlier work, as well as others, Levitt and Glick-Schiller (2004) defined social field as “a 
set of multiple interlocking networks of social relationships through which ideas, 
practices, and resources are unequally exchanged, organized, and transformed” (p. 1009). 
This definition shifted the focus on societies into which the social field is embedded. It 
also emphasized the activities associated with social relationships and explicitly noted 
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inequalities and potential for change while appropriately framing the amorphous concept 
of “social field,” which vary depending on cultural context.  
Studies of transnational life among Latin Americans tended to define the social 
field in terms of the natal village to which migrants remain connected through both 
familial and civic or religious ties. Researchers such as Smith and Guarruzo (1998) 
studied transnationalism from the Mexican context and emphasized hometown 
associations as an important site of transnational activity and status building. Smith 
(1998) provided a compelling argument that the socio-political history of Mexico made 
the local community the important source of “meaning-creating” and therefore is a useful 
unit for analysis of transnational activity (pp. 201-205). Similarly, Levitt (2004) 
emphasized the “transnational village” as a social unit of analysis of transnational 
relationships and activities in her study of transnational Dominicans. This type of 
community, which “emerges when large numbers of people from a small, bonded sending 
community enact their lives across borders” (Levitt, 2004, p. 38), includes both migrants 
who maintain relationships in their homelands and those who never leave but still are 
affected by material resources and ideas transmitted from abroad. She emphasized the 
role of social remittances including social capital, roles, and behaviors in creating 
changes across the social field that are dependent upon maintaining transnational 
relationships.  
Levitt (2004) also argued that transnational communities mediate between 
individual activities and those of states and other institutional actors such as religious 
organizations. Notions of transnational community or hometown associations rely on a 
spatially-rooted social field based on relationships of physical proximity in the homeland. 
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They arise from a history of connections between resident families who cooperate in 
various social, religious, economic, or political undertakings (Levitt, 2004). 
The Effects of Family Separation on Children 
Few studies have considered the children left behind and the impact that this 
experience has once the family reunites (Artico, 2003; Dreby, 2006, 2007; Dreby & 
Atkins, 2010; Heymann, 2009; Parrenas, 2005b). Despite the negative consequences of 
family separation after migration, some researchers may shy away from writing much on 
these issues out of concern for being perceived as criminalizing or judging migrant 
parents. In Dreby’s study (2006) of Mixtecs from Oaxaca working in Central New Jersey, 
she looked closely at parenting trends inside transnational families. She reported an 
average length of mother-child separation of 3.4 years and an average length of father-
child separation of 9.2 years for respondents in her sample (Dreby, 2006). Parrenas 
(2005b) computed the time spent by parents with their children by dividing the length of 
stay abroad by the length of visits, reporting that in her sample in the Philippines, migrant 
mothers spent an average of 23.9 weeks with their children over the course of an average 
of 11.42 years, while migrant fathers spent 74 weeks with their children over 13.79 years. 
Paradoxically, many women with children in the developing world migrate alone 
in large numbers to work as caretakers in developed areas. Given this reality, Heymann 
(2006) wondered who is raising the children of the developing world. Research shows 
that in some households, grandparents perform in successful parenting roles. Emerging 
psychological research on child development points towards the important role of 
grandparents in building resilience in children, especially when working in a cooperative 
way with the biological parents (Artico, 2003; Suarez-Orozco, Todorova, & Louie, 
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2002). The success of these transnational family models appears to depend on context 
and on specific factors in any given family, such as the quality of responsiveness of 
substitute caregivers, the quality of the previous relationships between parents and 
children, the ability to maintain social and emotional ties with migrating parents, and the 
overall support available in the community.  
Suarez-Orozco, Todorova, and Louie (2002) stated that when the family reunites 
on either side of the border after years of separation, the emotional bonds may be 
successfully repaired given adequate circumstances and emotional attunement. We must 
beware of criticizing non-traditional family configurations; however, researchers and 
policy makers should also be careful not to romanticize or exaggerate the resilience or the 
emancipating and developmental potential of transnational families. Artico (2003) found 
in his interviews of migrant parent-child adolescent that from the child’s point of view, 
migration often transforms parents into relatively good providers of economic resources 
but relatively bad providers of emotional resources.  
Parental migration needs to be understood as a crisis in the lives of children. The 
separation following migration is likely to forever alter the nature of the child-parent 
relationship; this relationship may be repaired and restored but many children of migrants 
report feeling a void that cannot be forgotten (Artico, 2003). When a family member 
migrates, there is no dated return ticket; the migrant may plan on returning, yet this event 
is never fixed––it remains always floating in the minds of the migrant and the family. 
Those left behind have memories of the one who departed and hope for their return. 
Much like a soldier at war, the family must adjust to the ambiguity of having one of their 
own away, not knowing when, or if, that person will return. Boss (2002) called this 
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concept ambiguous loss because it refers to the uncertainty involved in being separated 
from a family member for an indefinite period of time. Are they still part of the family 
even when they no longer share everyday family life? Will the family members return, 
and if so, will they be the same? Ambiguity about the family boundary, that is, who is in 
and out of the family, is associated with a high level of family stress, and this stress can 
hold the family in psychological limbo. No matter to whom the child’s primary 
attachment is, loss (be it physical or psychological) of that figure can have negative 
outcomes for children (Boss, 2002). 
The emotional consequences of family separation have implications for 
immigrant integration at the receiving society and for the economic development at the 
place of origin. Many concentrate on the economic aspects of remittances, disregarding 
the subjective perspective and the meaning-making aspects of the migration experience 
and the economic consequences derived from this (Zelizer, 2006). Viviana Zelizer (2006) 
was one of the few scholars to successfully analyze the interplay between emotions and 
socioeconomic factors. She argued that emotions affect economic decisions and that 
economic decisions affect emotional states. In the case of transnational household 
economies, it is not just that emotions are embedded in remittances, but that there is a 
dialectical relationship between the economic logic of migration to provide for the family 
and the emotional logic of remitting as a moral duty and an act of love, ironically 
overlooking the economic and emotional costs that this decision will have. Thus, 
researchers argued that the suffering that the children left behind feel is an intrinsic part 
of the logic of remittance-economies. 
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Sometimes families pay for remittances with the psychological traumas 
engendered by migration and family separation (Grinberg & Grinberg, 1984). Migration 
leaves children vulnerable and “parentless” without physical, psychological, or emotional 
protection, although with the possibility of greater financial protection through 
remittances. Some commentators believe that money can compensate for the hardships 
experienced by family separation (Grinberg, 1984). While the household’s economic 
resources may increase with remittances, the debate on development has rarely 
concentrated on the family’s overall wellbeing, especially concerning the social and 
psychological needs of those left behind. Researchers reported that further research is 
critical because, in order to create economic development, it is necessary that the children 
who receive remittances experience upward social mobility and at least maintain a certain 
level of psychological wellness. As Falicov (2007) insisted, collectivist caregiving 
practices are neither new, nor worrisome. Our position is not to denounce collectivist or 
trigenerational models of caregiving; rather, our contention is that parental migration 
during childhood is a traumatic event that has been overlooked in the literature and in 
clinical settings. 
Summary of the Literature Review 
Transnational families keep many facets of social life suspended, waiting for 
reunification on either side of the border. These communities face a spatial and temporal 
split that creates uncertain and novel relations between members who are home and those 
who are abroad. Members of these communities hold on to their hopes for those abroad, 
but they stay attached to local institutions and identities. They continue to make 
emotional investments, which are as powerful and as important as economic investments 
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and become important considerations for migrants when making decisions. This 
transnational orientation could be seen as a success in the home community, but it often 
comes at the cost of marginality and exploitation in another community. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
This phenomenological study utilized a qualitative research methodology to 
investigate the lived experiences of adult children who were raised in Haiti by relatives 
while their parents lived in the United-States. This methodology was selected because I 
was interested in capturing the lived experiences of adult children through their 
perspective. Based on Marshall and Rossman’s (2003) work, I explain my study’s genre 
of qualitative study, phenomenology, data collection, data analysis, trustworthiness, and 
validity. 
Qualitative Study 
Qualitative research looks into the “what is it?” (Van Manen, 1990, p. 33) of the 
phenomenon. According to Van Manen (1990), this requires each of the themes to be 
synthesized by balancing the study’s parts and its whole, and allowing a reflective 
structure of meaning to emerge from the data. The essential themes emerged from the 
participants’ narratives. These sub-themes and essential themes were synthesized using 
“thoughtfulness” (p.12) and reflection; a method capable of extracting a common thread 
amongst the experiences of the six Haitian adult children who experienced transnational 
separation.  
This study had a qualitative design. Qualitative research is an effort to understand 
the nature of a setting and the experiences others have in this context (Rossman, 2003). 
Qualitative research does not forecast what is to happen in the future; rather, it is an 
analysis that provides a depth of understanding for those who are interested in the events 
of a particular setting and time. This study specifically examined the experiences of adult 
children who had endured transnational separation, while their parents lived in the United 
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States. A qualitative approach to this study presented rich descriptions of the adult 
children lived experiences to accurately describe the phenomenon through the context of 
their Haitian culture and the stories they had written for themselves. The concepts of 
discipline of family therapy merged to create space for meaningful intergenerational 
conversations with the adult children where they can hopefully liberate themselves from 
the past and problem-dominated stories in order to foresee, plan, and hope for a better 
relationship with their family.  
In many parts of the world, transnational parenting is a parent and child issue. 
They have both referred to the separation as their dominant discourse that often time 
create the rift between parents and children. Over 30 years ago, I was the child of a 
transnational family whose mother traveled to the United States leaving behind me, my 
younger brother, and my father. I have had my own experiences with enduring the 
absence of my mother. Now, as a wife and a mother, I wanted to explore conversations 
with adult children who have had similar experiences. I wanted to learn more about the 
silence concerning the stories of alienation that drove them apart, the emotions that have 
been buried for many years, and their personal transition, all of which have help to 
produce meaningful intergenerational conversations within the Haitian community.   
Phenomenology 
Unlike other research methods, phenomenological research is within itself a 
unique process that focuses on understanding the lived experience of people and their 
perception of those experiences (Van Manen, 1990). Phenomenology, rooted deep in the 
works of philosophers such as Kant, Hegel, and Mach, was formally introduced by 
Edmund Husserl at the beginning of the 20th century (Guignon, 2006; Moran, 2000). 
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Husserl became known as the founder, or pioneer, of phenomenology (Moran, 2000; 
Moustakas, 1994) with a desire to convert philosophy into a strict science (Guignon, 
2006). Husserl (1967) believed the key to separating science from philosophy was to 
direct attention toward meanings that connect our experience of objects (Guignon, 2006). 
Phenomenological principles assert that scientific investigation is valid when the 
information gained comes about through rich description that allows for understanding of 
the essences of experience (Moustakas, 1994). The philosophical phenomenological 
method is comprised of four intertwining steps: (a) the epoché, (b) phenomenological 
reduction, (c) imaginative variation, and (d) synthesis (Moustakas, 1994).  
In the first step, the epoché, a Greek word meaning to avoid, one’s biases about 
things are excluded. Husserl (1967) first termed the epoché as the setting aside of 
predispositions and prejudices, which allows things, events, and people to be seen again, 
just like the first time (Moustakas, 1994). The epoché is a warning to be cognizant of 
what is really there and to stay away from the familiarity of everyday happenings, events, 
and people (Moustakas, 1994). It is a reflective-meditative procedure to allow 
preconceptions to enter and exit our consciousness freely and, once ready, the 
prejudgments are to be written down, or bracketed (Moustakas, 1994).  
The second step, phenomenological reduction, was developed to bring precision 
to research findings (Giorgi, 1985). Typically, things and events are taken for granted in 
everyday life. Phenomenological researchers do not want to take the world for granted 
because things and events are not always what they seem; rather, they want to 
systematically understand how things come to be. Researchers advance toward objects in 
their consciousness with an openness, observing what is there and allowing what is there 
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to be as it is and use textural language to describe what they see, not only the external 
qualities but also the internal consciousness the experience as it is (Moustakas, 1994). 
“Through the medium of language, one is able to communicate to others the objects of 
consciousness to which one is present, precisely as they are presented” (Giorgi, 1985, p. 
241). Moustakas (1994) added that description “leads to deeper layers of meaning” 
through an “interweaving of person, conscious experience, and phenomenon” (p. 96).  
Moustakas (1994) described the steps of phenomenological reduction. First, 
researchers bracket the focus of the research and set aside all preconceived notions to 
allow a sole spotlight on the research. Next, researchers horizonalize that data by giving 
equal value to each statement and remain receptive to each statement, providing an 
opportunity to wash the experience back and forth to determine the condition of the 
phenomenon that gives it its character. Afterwards, repetitive and irrelevant statements 
are deleted. The remaining horizons are grouped into themes, which become the basis for 
a textural description of the phenomenon. To construct a textural description one must 
repeat a pattern of looking and describing, looking again and describing while constantly 
referencing textural qualities––hot and cold, high and low, dark and light, fast and slow, 
and loud and soft descriptions that illustrate a range of intensities, sizes, shapes, colors all 
within an experiential background (Moustakas, 1994). Eventually, themes, or layers, 
emerge that had not been seen before. 
The third step, imaginative variation, seeks possible meanings through differing 
perspectives, roles, and functions (Moustakas, 1994). Researchers use phenomenological 
reflection and imaginative variation to construct structural themes and descriptions from 
the textural meanings that go beyond the façade and into the essence of the experience 
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(Moustakas, 1994). “It is the articulation, based on intuition, of a fundamental meaning 
without which a phenomenon could not present itself as it is” (Giorgi, 1985, p. 242). 
Intuition allows for a free play of perspectives to enter into consciousness. Husserl (1967) 
explained how this process comes about: 
The Eidos, the pure essence, can be exemplified intuitively in the data of 
experiences, data of perception, memory, and so forth, but just as readily…in the 
play of fancy we bring spatial shapes of one sort or another to birth, melodies, 
social happenings, and so forth, or live through fictitious acts of everyday life.   
(p. 57)  
The final step, the synthesis of meanings and essences, is a process to bring all 
fundamental structural and textural descriptions into a combined statement of the 
essences derived from the experiences of the entire phenomenon (Giorgi, 1985). It is 
important to note that the essence of an experience can never be fully sought; rather, the 
textural-structural synthesis embodies the essence at a certain place and time from the 
perspective of a single researcher drawing from a comprehensive reflective and 
imaginative study of the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). At the time of this study, there 
were no published studies that detailed the lived experiences of Haitian-American adults 
who experienced transnational separation from a parent in childhood.  
This ACP attempted to address adult children about their experience of 
transnational separation. Given the amount of transnational parenting that exists within 
the Haitian community, measuring the success of initiatives to address the phenomenon 
began with breaking the silence surrounding transnational separation and the side effects 
that children have experience from this process. This ACP sought to hear the voices of 
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adult children from the Haitian population in a way that supported them in sharing their 
experiences about transnational separation and its impact on the parent/child relationship. 
Using from the ideas of phenomenological reflection, this ACP hoped to evoke the 
impact of transnational separation in the Haitian culture. Not much has been written 
about family therapy from the perspective of a client, but this ACP strived to capture the 
participant point of view as oppose to the common goal of capturing the perception of the 
theoreticians, clinicians, and researchers. It focused on the respondents’ personal 
experiences, their feelings, thoughts, and the meanings that they connect to using 
disclosure in their therapeutic repertoire.  
Phenomenological Interview from a Narrative Therapy Perspective 
Phenomenology is the study of someone else’s reality albeit through the 
observer’s eyes (Moustakas, 1994). It originated well over 50 years ago in Europe; the 
University of Chicago became the initial base for United States’ consideration of this 
European tradition. Theoretical perspectives that therapists frequently associate with 
phenomenology are Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical and Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) 
sociology of knowledge. Other perspectives are found in labeling theory, existential 
sociology, sociology of the absurd, symbolic interactionism, and ethnomethodology.  
Scholars disagree as to how much these perspectives differ from each other and in 
what way. During the postmodernism of the 1990s, phenomenology enjoyed a 
renaissance. Family researchers of both pre and postmodern principles became 
increasingly interested in how family members experience their everyday worlds and 
how their perceptions of what they experience leads to differing meanings. During this 
decade, researchers as well as therapists progressively began to go into families’ homes, 
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into what Hess and Handel (1959) had earlier called the family world. According to Hess 
and Handel, interactions between individuals and a family must be viewed in the context 
of how the individuals define one another as relevant objects. Today, Handel is joined by 
Jane Gilgun, Judith Stacey, Linda Burton, and many others who reaffirm that people 
should be studied wherever they live their lives, whether at home, in the neighborhood, in 
a car, at work, in school, or at the mall. To a phenomenologist, the important reality is 
what individuals, couples, or families perceive it to be; because their “real” world is not 
likely to be found in a laboratory or a clinic but where they naturally interact in their 
daily lives (Hendel, 1959). 
I believed phenomenology research methodology was appropriate to develop an 
understanding of the science of family therapy and this population of family in the 
Haitian culture. As a systems thinker and the principal investigator for this particular 
ACP, my focus was on the personal experiences of the adult children of this Haitian 
subculture and the unfortunate effects of their subjective experiences with transnational 
separation. As narrative theory focuses on the idea that the lives and relationships of 
people are shaped by their stories; in this way, the design of this ACP was consistent with 
the narrative framework in that it sought to understand the experiences of the adult 
children and the intergenerational interactions between them and their Haitian parents. In 
clinical work, the effort is to search for how people have made sense of their experiences, 
their interpretations, and the effects that their interpretations have had on their lives 
(Laird, 1995). Knowledge was inductive in these therapeutic conversations with the 
participant. This research methodology allowed participants to describe their feelings and 
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memories regarding their experiences in their most authentic form, diminishing the 
pressure to give meaning that fit a unique outcome.  
Rationale for the Application of Phenomenology 
As mentioned, phenomenology originated well over 50 years ago in Europe; the 
University of Chicago became the initial base for U.S. consideration of this European 
tradition. Theoretical perspectives that therapists frequently associate with 
phenomenology is Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical and Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) 
sociology of knowledge. Phenomenology is defined not only as a description, but as also 
an interpretive process in which the researcher makes an interpretation of the meaning of 
the lived experiences (Asgeirsdottir et al., 2013). Moustakas’ (1994) transcendental or 
psychological phenomenology focused less on the interpretations of the researcher and 
more on a description of the experiences of participants. Moustakas also took interest in 
one of Husserl’s concepts, epoché, or bracketing, in which investigators set aside their 
experiences as much as possible to take a fresh perspective toward the phenomenon 
under examination. Besides bracketing, empirical, transcendental phenomenology draws 
on the Duquesne studies in phenomenological psychology (e.g., Giorgi, 1985, 2009) and 
the data analysis procedures of Van Kaam (1966) and Colaizzi (1978). Experiences, 
objects, events, or situations could mean different things to different family members.  
Just as some approaches are useful for creating descriptions and stories about an 
individual within a contextual focus; phenomenological family researchers can draw out 
the perceptions and views of all family members to get the total picture of a particular 
member. It realistically reflects the diversity of gender, generation, sexual orientation, 
ethnicity, and culture inherent in family life (LaCruz, 2003). The method did not attempt 
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to change the culture’s approach to resolve family related issues; instead, it pulled on the 
culture’s method to help address this phenomenon. This demonstration served as a tool to 
assist family therapists conceptualize the impact of transnational separation, helping 
family therapists to be proficient in their work with the Haitian population using the 
language of possibilities rather than predefined certainties.  
Participant Interviews 
As a family therapy researcher using the phenomenological approach, it was 
critically important that my objective focused on establishing the subjective view of the 
Haitian culture by listening. This phenomenological study required the interviewer to 
explore the adult children world and attempt to hear their conversational voice as a whole 
(Boss, 1987, 2005). Being able to engage in a conversation with the adult children helped 
to secure the validity of the data that was collected. I planned to listen carefully and 
collect valuable information. During the semi-structural interviews, participants were 
asked open-ended questions related to the research topic in order to allow each of the 
participants to answer the questions in their own words. For example: ‘What happened 
and how did it happen?’, ‘How did you feel then?’, ‘What did you experience?’ These 
questions helped to obtain unrestrained and minimally prompted responses and 
descriptions from the participants. According to K vale (2007), “why” questions are not 
as desirable because they are more likely to lead the participants to overly analyze their 
experiences instead of sharing freely and allowing the interviewer to analyze the data (K 
vale, 2007, pg. 59). Becoming an interviewer allowed me to be fully engage in the setting 
of the conversations and expand knowledge of the intercultural encounter with my own 
ethnic community. 
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Demographic Interview Questions 
At the beginning of the interview, I asked the participants several demographic 
questions in order to get some basic information about their backgrounds. The questions 
were as follows: 
1. How old are you?   
2. What is your marital status? 
3. What is your highest level of education? 
4. What is your occupation? 
5. Do you have children (biological, adopted, or step)? 
6. How old were you when you separated from your parent(s)? 
7. How old were you when you reunited with your parent(s)?  
Conversation Starting Questions 
The following questions were used to guide the interview with Haitian adult 
children who experienced transnational separation as a child and who participated in this 
study: 
What do you remember about your relationship with your parent(s) before you separated? 
1. How is your relationship now with your parent(s)? 
2. How do you think the separation from your parent(s) affected your life, if it 
did affect your life, at the time of the separation? 
3. How do you think the separation affected your life, if it affected your life, 
later on when you became an adult? 
4. What has helped you cope with the separation, both at the time and in later 
life? 
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Individual follow-up questions were asked based on the answers given by the participants 
regarding the above questions. 
Playing the Role of an Insider and Outsider  
According to Holstein (1993) as researchers, we are not separate from the 
phenomena we study. Social inquiries are influenced by our beliefs about how the world 
works. Because of the desire for understanding this range of family experiences, the 
phenomenological approach assumes that everyday knowledge is shared and held by 
researchers and participants alike. Researchers and participants, therapists and clients are 
considered epistemologists; there is little or no hierarchy about who is an expert 
(Gubrium & Holstein, 1993).  
As the interviewer and a Haitian woman of transnational parenting, I assumed a 
unique role of being both an insider and an outsider. I am an insider in terms of being a 
Haitian woman with awareness of the transnational separation within my own culture. I 
have my own meaning of distance sensitive family, a term used by David Reiss (1994), 
but yet still I am an outsider with no subjective ties to the personal experiences of the 
adult children regarding their side effects from the separation. Based on the variety of 
literature I have read on transnational families, it appears that families share different 
cultures, as do family therapists; and although I am of Haitian descent and have had 
personal experiences with transnational separation, it was important that I remained 
respectful to the experiences of the participants and not assume that my nationality as a 
Haitian woman gives me open access to make assumptions.  
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Participants and Inclusion and Exclusion Factors 
Participants must have been within the age bracket of 19 years to 64 years. The 
set age bracket for the participants was supported under the 26th Amendment to the 
United States Constitution, which determined that a person has the legal rights and 
responsibilities of an adult, as well as the Haitian culture’s determining factors of what 
constitutes a person as an adult. I believed the older a person was, the more mature they 
were to engage in the conversation surrounding this phenomenon, which is why the 
groups for this ACP were chosen in this hierarchal fashion.  
The participants had to meet specific inclusion factors, which included that 
participants must (a) have been raised by relatives or caretakers and (b) have at least one 
parent who migrated to the United States, (c) be foreign born from Haiti, (d) be adult 
children, not gender specific, and (e) must reside in Miami Dade or Broward county, 
Florida. The exclusion factor for the participants was if they were unable to meet in 
person and if they did not meet any of the inclusion criteria. The State of Florida was 
selected as the location for this ACP because the state has the largest population of 
Haitian immigrants, which increased the number of Haitian adult children that could be 
assessed.  
Data Collection 
I chose to employ the transcendental phenomenological approach for this 
qualitative study to understand the common experiences of Haitian adult children who 
experience transnational separation (Moustakas, 1994) by using “comprehensive 
descriptions that provide the basis of a reflective structural analysis” (Moustakas, 1994, 
pg.16). My intention as the interviewer was to make sense of this phenomenon. As new 
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information was uncovered with respect to specific occurrences, patterns helped identify 
and conceptualize the conversations (O’Reilly, 2009). As noted by Creswell (2007), “We 
conduct qualitative research when we want to empower individuals to share their stories, 
hear their voices, and minimize the power relationships that often exist between a 
researcher and the participants in a study” (p. 40). As these conversations were held, the 
data on the life of Haitians in the context of transnational separation were stored in 
categories. The descriptions of connections facilitated the development of theoretical 
constructs, serving as a tool to help family therapists in conceptualizing transnational 
separation in the manner of Haitian framework (Kleiman, 2004).  
Audio recordings and handwritten field notes were used to collect the data 
(Kleiman, 2004) from the interviews and the interactions with the participants in the 
different phases of this ACP and were referred to when conceptualizing and writing the 
final two chapters of the study. “Researchers in the phenomenological mode attempt to 
understand the meaning of events and interactions to ordinary people in particular 
situations” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003, p. 23). This method inspired the researcher to 
discover emerging themes, to synthetize the data, and to make sense of the lived 
experience. Themes illuminated the experience on which the study focused; they were a 
description of the structure of transnational separation. 
I captured personal experiences and drew out rich descriptions and deep meaning 
from my participants as they described their experiences. A maximum of six Haitian 
adult participants, male or female, ages from 19 to 64 years old, residing in Miami Dade 
or Broward county, were utilized to provide the evidence needed to understand the lived 
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experiences with open-ended questions that allowed participants to speak openly about 
their experiences.  
Arrangement to Conduct the Research 
Prior to embarking on the journey to engage in conversations that have been 
buried for decades, I believed it was useful to be aware of my own biases and put them 
aside as best I can. I kept a reflexive journal, logging the details of my personal feelings 
toward the phenomenon and how they may influence the result of each interview. I also 
took advantage of the benefits of peer debriefing to maintain frequent contact with my 
chair and/or committee through emails, phone conversations, or face to face meetings in 
order to maintain the validity of information collected, consistent in my role in the 
interview context and how to use this knowledge to enhance the trustworthiness, 
transparency, and accountability of the research. 
Participant Selection 
Sampling procedures for this ACP was purposive, a style of sampling used by 
most phenomenologist (Newfield, Sells, Smith, Newfield, & Newfield, 1996). This style 
of sampling required the researcher to establish a set of criteria or list of attributes that the 
selected participants must possess, as listed in the inclusion and exclusion sections of this 
document (Newfield et al., 1996). Purposive sampling “is sufficient when the primary 
concern of the phenomenologist is to document patterns of behaviors that occur and 
reoccur in varying sets or social sets of relations” (Newfield et al., 1996, p. 32).  
Intensity sampling, a variation of purposive sample, was used because the 
participants all shared the experience of transnational separation and for an extended 
period of time had suppressed their desire to engage in conversations regarding the effect 
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of the separation. This style of sampling “emphasizes selecting participants who are 
authorities on a particular experience because of their extended exposure to the 
phenomena” (Newfield et al., 1996, p. 32).  
Due to the design of this ACP, snowball sampling was also used to recruit 
participants. Snowball or nominated sampling is when an informant refers the researcher 
to the next informant, making it easier to initiate additional informants who likely are 
insiders of the culture that is being researched (Newfield et al., 1996). This type of 
sampling was appropriate for this particular ACP because it corresponded with the 
arrangement that adult children would refer other adult children who have experienced 
this phenomenon to engage in a conversation regarding their own experience with 
transnational separation and (if any) its impact on the parent/child relationship. 
Additionally, I posted flyers through social networking (Facebook), Haitian communities, 
and local organizations.  
To obtain my sample, I began participant selection using face-to-face inquiries 
with adult children located in Miami Dade or Broward County, Florida who I suspected 
may fit the study’s criteria. Access to participants was gained by first introducing myself 
and sharing the purpose of the ACP to interested individuals. Once the individuals gave 
permission to present the research study, I described the research and clarified the 
procedures and confidentiality. They were informed that they could withdraw from the 
study at any time and have their data destroyed. Any risk to the participants was minimal 
as they disclosed personal information that they chose to share. The explanation was also 
put in writing, allowing the individuals’ time to review it at their leisure (O’Reilly, 2009).   
To protect the identity of the participants, fictitious names were used. 
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The purpose of the inclusion factor was to help determine whether or not 
participants were eligible to participate in this ACP, which was determined by the 
responses to the questions. The recruitment flyer only provided a brief description of the 
study. If a respondent answered “no” to one or more of the questions, he or she was 
excluded from participating. As stated previously, not only did the individual have to 
meet all the inclusion factors, they could not possess any of the exclusion factors for this 
ACP. The questions asked if the person was within the age bracket of 19 to 64 years of 
age, if they were Haitian born, if they resided in Miami Dade or Broward County, 
Florida, and if they had experienced transnational separation.  
Data Analysis 
I choose to utilize a modified form of the Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method that was 
originally put forth by Moustakas (1994) and later modified by Creswell (2007). This 
approach was specifically chosen for this study due to the aforementioned, and for the 
clear guidelines and systematic steps in the data analysis procedures. This method 
inspired the researcher to discover emerging themes, to synthetize the data, and to make 
sense of the lived experience. Themes illuminated the experience on which the study was 
focused; they were a description of the structure of transnational separation. The 
emerging themes were discovered by attentively listening, transcribing the recorded 
interviews, and by focusing and reflecting on the experience of transnational separation. 
Mindful consideration was placed on the subtle undertones of the language used by 
participants with attention given to normal dialogue. Although this thematic analysis 
allowed for some degree of generalization of the lived experience in question, the found 
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results illuminated characteristics of transnational separation that are complex and 
multidimensional. 
Trustworthiness and Validity of the Data 
According to O’Reilly (2009), the ways in which fieldwork is written into 
descriptions of other cultures was not considered for a long time. However, 
trustworthiness and validity of the data collected for this ACP were important to consider. 
Daiute (2014) identified four types of patterns for meaning-making related to similarities, 
differences, change, or coherence. Finally, the individual’s biography was reconstructed, 
and the researcher identified factors that shaped the person’s life. This led to the writing 
of an analytic abstraction of the case that highlighted not only the process in the 
individual’s life, but the different theories that related to these life experiences and the 
unique and general features of the life.  
A collaborative approach was embedded within narrative analysis where 
individual interviews were conducted with the participants (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 
My effort to provide reliable findings came from my encounters with the participants and 
the information that I examined. To help ensure honesty, each participant was given the 
opportunity to voluntarily agree to participate. Participants were informed that they could 
terminate their participation at any time. This helped to ensure participants did not feel 
pressured to engage in any conversation that was required of this ACP.  
Location and Length of the Study 
It is customary in the Haitian culture to host important gathering in their homes. 
However, the interview site could be away from the home. I recommended the location 
be a quiet, secluded place such as a conference room, residence (assuming there was a 
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private area where these conversations could take place without interruption from other 
members of the household), a library lobby, or a quiet restaurant to ensure the 
confidentiality of the information discussed with the participants. The interviews took 
place over a period of two weeks according to specific scheduled dates and times.  
Ethical and Confidentiality Concerns 
The following were protocols that were followed to ensure that the ACP was in 
compliance with all ethical and confidentiality requirements. Preceding the start of the 
study, the informed consent forms were completed immediately after establishing the 
research procedures, but before data collection began (Rudestam & Newton, 2001). The 
elements of the informed consent form included: (a) who was conducting the study, (b) 
why the participants were chosen, (c) the purpose of the study, (d) the time commitment, 
(e) benefits to be expected, (f) potential risks and how they were managed, (g) voluntary 
nature of the study, (h) confidentiality, (i) debriefing, (j) contacts and questions, and (k) a 
copy of the informed consent form was provided to participants for their records. 
Participants signed the consent forms agreeing to take part in this ACP for the 
length of time indicated. If, for any reason, a participant wished to terminate their 
participation, their decision was respected and honored appropriately. All participants and 
I, read, signed, and adhered to code 5.5 of the Confidentiality of Research Data as listed 
by the American Association for Marriage and Family Therapy (AAMFT) and the rules 
instructed by Nova Southeastern University. I only discussed the details of this ACP with 
my faculty chair and faculty committee members and only used the fictitious names of 
the participants. Breach of confidentiality was ethically permitted only if there were 
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concerns that the participant(s) would cause harm to themselves, to others, or may cause 
harm or neglect to a child or an elderly person.  
The participants and I planned accordingly to secure a private meeting area at the 
designated research site to ensure the confidentiality of the information discussed with 
the participants. All written documents, audio recordings, video recordings, and all other 
materials composed of any information pertaining to the participants and or the research 
were kept in a secured and locked location that can only be accessed by me. When 
transcribing the interviews, headphones were worn in a private location, and all recorded 
interviews were destroyed after they were transcribed, which was within two months of 
its taping. 
Phases of Research 
To accommodate the design of the program, this ACP was divided into three 
different phases. Once the participants were determined qualified and had consented to 
participate in the ACP, the following phases were conducted in chronological order 
according to the times and dates that the interviewer and the participants scheduled 
within the time frame for this ACP. These phases, for the most part, were conducted in 
English, but the participants were not deterred from communicating in Kreyol, their 
native language. I am fluent in both English and Kreyol, so there was not a language 
barrier in the course of this clinical study. All documents were written in English. 
Phase One: Interviewing 
The first phase consisted of interviews with adult children of this population. 
These face-to-face inquiries lasted between 60 and 90 minutes, during which I 
conceptualized the population’s needs and what they wished to gain from this study. I 
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stated the purpose of the research and joined with the participants of this population. 
Following this, I asked the participants a series of questions to assess how this 
phenomenon make sense to them. Because the interview questions may be sensitive to 
some or all participants, a list of therapeutic resources were handed to the participants as 
needed. The questions to which this study sought answers were (a) the participant’s 
thoughts around transnational separation, (b) what they remembered about their 
relationship with their parent(s) before the separation, and (c) the impact that it had on his 
or her life. In the interviews: 
1. I shared the purpose of the meeting with the adult children. 
2. The adult children shared their experiences. 
3. The adult children presented their concerns to the interviewer. 
4. I assessed the family dynamics. 
5. I explored with the adult children what they hope to gain from having these 
conversations. 
Phase Two: Evaluating the Progress Reached  
The second consisted of carefully reading and studying the transcripts. Thematic 
analysis was accomplished by highlighting texts and by finding emerging themes in the 
data. Themes were then analyzed and organized by uncovering thematic aspects in the 
descriptions of life; by composing linguistic transformations; and by determining 
essential themes and sub-themes.  
Phase Three: Evaluating the Program 
I carefully reviewed the notes and audio recording among the participants’ 
responses. I also included personal reflections collected from the conversations with the 
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participants. This reflection included observations of the participants’ mannerisms, level 
of comfort during the conversations, in terms of their engagement in the conversations, 
the participants’ openness, and any other reactions observed. 
Phenomenology Analysis and Coding 
Over a period of 14 days I conducted individual interviews in a private area in the 
homes of the participants in Miami Dade and Broward counties. The style of interviewing 
technique used was semi-structured. I also asked the participants a series of demographic 
questions. Although there was a set of predetermined questions, the interviews were 
structured to flow freely, much like a conversation. This aided the participant when 
responding to the questions asked with minimal apprehension. 
In contrast to quantitative research, this qualitative phenomenological research 
necessitates the merging of data collection and analysis. Multiple approaches to 
phenomenology implemented by Moustakas, K vale, von Eckartsberg, and the Dusquesne 
group exist under the qualitative umbrella. Moustakas (1994) noted that his heuristic 
design differs as the participants explore the issue using multiple experiences and ways of 
communicating those experiences like narratives, journals, or other study. This heuristic 
approach utilizes a combination of phenomenological and narrative research techniques. 
The transcendental phenomenological approach requires the investigator to bracket 
personal experiences and knowledge about an issue in order to secure a pure description 
of the participants' experiences: The investigator demonstrated significant self-regulation 
to prevent guiding the participant.  
I chose to utilize a modified form of the Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method that was 
originally put forth by Moustakas (1994) and later modified by Creswell (2007). This 
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approach was specifically chosen for this study due to the aforementioned, and for the 
clear guidelines and systematic steps in the data analysis procedures. This method 
consists of six steps, which are: (a) begin with full description of the participants 
concerning the phenomenon, (b) develop a list of significant statements, (c) group the 
significant statement into “meaning units” or themes, (d) write a textural description, (e) 
write a structural description, and (f) write a composite description of the phenomenon 
incorporating both the textural and structural description (Creswell, 2007).   
The first step was conducted by becoming immersed in the descriptions narrated 
by the Haitian adult children who experienced transnational separation. The researcher 
avoided criticizing, or forming opinions, and paid close attention to the descriptions 
provided by all participants. The researcher became the collector of data by carefully 
listening to the participants’ description. In addition to recording the participants’ 
narratives, the researcher took notes of observation during the interview process. The 
notes were taken immediately after leaving each participant in order to accurately record 
emotions and other observations that occurred during the interview.  
The researcher’s notes reflected on both the participants’ and the researcher’s 
experience. After the interviews were completed, the researcher listened to the tapes and 
made additional notes from the observations that were made during the interviews. The 
reflection was conducted by carefully reading and studying the interview transcripts. Text 
were highlighted in order to find emerge themes in the data. Themes were analyzed and 
organized by uncovering thematic aspects in the descriptions of life; by isolating thematic 
statements; and by determining essential themes and sub-themes.  
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The final step in the phenomenology analysis was describing and communicating 
in a narrative form the verbal descriptions and elements of the participants’ experience. 
During the descriptive step, the researcher was very cautious to not provide a premature 
description of the phenomenon. The researcher reflected, wrote, and rewrote the meaning 
of the narratives described. Going back to the data and thinking about it allowed for 
clarity as the themes from the participants’ experience were unfolding (Speziale & 
Carpenter, 2007). The goal of this phenomenology analysis was to capture the reality of 
the experiences lived by the Haitian adult children who participated in the study. 
Bracketing 
Bracketing (epoché) is the process where the inquired sets aside his or her 
experiences, as much as possible, in order to take an unbiased look at the phenomenon in 
question. The goal of bracketing is for the researcher to set aside his or her experiences to 
be in a positive as unbiased as possible (Moustakas, 1994). This process was completed 
by including a description of my own experience with the phenomenon and bracketing 
out my view prior to moving forward with the lived experiences of the participants in the 
study. Although I identify as a Haitian woman, I am curious to learn from others’ 
perception and side effects of transnational separation putting aside my personal 
experiences and assumptions. Organizing the data collected from the conversations with 
the adult children helped in the conclusion-drawing stage, as meanings and 
interpretations of the intergenerational conversations and togetherness from the displayed 
data helped to identify patterns within this subculture and to develop explanations that led 
to a further examination of the text or new research questions (Klein, 2002). 
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Themes 
Themes are generated from identifying significant statements in the interview 
transcripts or other forms of data. These significant statements deal with how individuals 
are experiencing the phenomenon being studied. Once this process is completed the 
significant statements are gathered in a larger unit of information, which are known as 
themes (Creswell, 2007). After the interviews were completed, the researcher listened to 
the tapes and made additional notes from the observations that were made during the 
interviews. The reflection was conducted by carefully reading and studying the interview 
transcripts. Text was highlighted in order to find emergent themes in the data. Themes 
were analyzed and organized by (a) uncovering thematic aspects in the descriptions of 
life, (b) isolating thematic statements, and (c) determining essential themes and sub-
themes. 
The style of transcendental approach utilized a combination of phenomenological 
and narrative research techniques. As the conversations were held, the data on the life of 
Haitian adults in the context of transnational separation were stored in categories. 
Followed by descriptions of linkages that eased the growth of theoretical forms, serving 
as a tool to help family therapists in conceptualizing transnational separation in the 
Haitian context (Cresswell, 2007). 
Data Reduction 
In completion of the phases, I reflected on all that I have learned over the past 
couple of days. Using the handwritten notes and recorded audio from my encounters with 
the adult children helped me analyze and code specific themes. With rich information to 
analyze, I decided that data reduction would be necessary. I focused, selected, and 
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simplified data that were in agreement with what this research study seek to examine. In 
the context of transnational separation in the Haitian culture, the focus was to understand 
the ideas and effects that this phenomenon had on this population of adult children. 
Progressively, common ideas describing the participants’ view of transnational 
separation, their reactions in response to this phenomenon, the side effects of the 
separation, their response to parent/child relationship, and the language used to describe 
specific things were abstracted and coded accordingly (Giorgi, 1985). I described in 
detail the categories and used them to make conclusions about the relationship between 
the categories, the adult children response to the categories, and how this phenomenon 
was cultivated. Themes collected from what had been heard can help marriage and family 
therapists to be proficient in their work with parents and children of this population. 
Summary of Chapter Three 
The shape of family has been transformed by migration worldwide. During the 
course of migration, many families had to make the painful decision to leave behind 
loved ones in their home countries, including children, spouses, parents, and extended 
family members. It was my hope that by inviting Haitian adult children to bring forth 
conversations about their lived experience with transnational separation, it will bring 
awareness to transnational separation within the Haitian population. Also, marriage and 
family therapists will be proficient in their work with parents and children of this 
population. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 
The findings represented in this chapter are the experiences of six Haitian adults 
who experienced transnational separation as a child. Transcendental phenomenological, 
as proposed by Moustakas (1994), was the guiding philosophy and methodology for 
understanding the common experiences of Haitian adult children who experience 
transnational separation (Moustakas, 1994).  
The data were presented with a description of each participant followed by audio 
recordings of the participant’s narratives from interviews conducted in English and then 
transcribed by the researcher. Close observation of the data collected was made to 
identify reoccurring themes (O’Reilly, 2009). The profile of each participant was worked 
into a reconstructed framework allowing for the complexity and the diversity of the 
participants experience as transnational children (Van Manen, 1990). The first person 
mode of presenting the participant’s experience of transnational separation, represented 
the voices of the participants in the study, excluding the researcher’s biases, and allowing 
for deeper understanding of their narratives in their unique context. The demographics 
from my study included six Haitian-American adult children between the ages of 19 to 64 
years old. Two of the participants were married, one was engaged, and three were single. 
One of the participants held a college degree, and five held high school diplomas and 
certificates from technical schools. Each reconstructed narrative is followed by a table 
listing a summary of the themes emerging from the participant’s interview.  
The combination of the findings was presented by describing and weaving the 
essential themes and sub-themes within the experience of the participants who lived with 
transnational separation. The evaluation criteria were also explained. Following are the 
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participants’ narratives. Actual names of participants were replaced with fictitious names 
in order to maintain the participants’ confidentiality. 
Participants Profiles 
Participant 1 (Joceline) 
Joceline was a 45-year-old, single woman who worked as a surgical technician in 
a hospital in Miami Dade County. Joceline was dating an older man who had two adult 
children and a grandchild, but she did not have children of her own. Both of her parents 
migrated to the United States from Haiti when she was six years old, leaving her with her 
grandmother and aunt. 
Table 1 
Emerging Themes and Descriptive Statements: Joceline 
Themes Descriptive Statements 
Living in poverty 
 
Enduring the pain of 
separation 
 
 
Loss of childhood 
Life was hard, there was a lot of violence & poverty. I only 
had one set of school uniform that I had to wash every other 
day.  
I could not bear to see my parents leave.” I was an only child 
so I was spoiled by both parents.” The void was very 
difficult for me to handle. I was hurting in silence, crying on 
the inside because I was neglected and treated like crap. 
My aunt treated me like a restavek (house girl). When my 
friends were playing outside, I was doing chores and 
fetching water. My relationship with people have been 
challenging because I grew up emotionally constipated.” 
Role changes  My grandmother and aunt took the role of my parents. My 
aunt did not give the love a parent gives to a child. 
mothering/fathering 
from afar 
My parents kept in touch via cassette tapes and letters but 
later on as technology got big in Haiti, they found a way to 
get us a house phone and they called every weekend. 
Having hope Grandma taught me to believe in God and in prayers. She 
would always tell me never to give up hope.  
Finding new meaning 
in faith 
I found faith through prayers. I now believe that all things 
are possible if you pray with faith and with God by my side, 
I have faith that I can forgive my aunt someday and find 
peace in my life 
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Participant 2 (Pierre) 
Pierre was a 36-year-old male whose parents migrated to the United States from a 
rural area in Haiti 30 years ago. Pierre had four other siblings but his parents traveled 
with the two youngest and left behind him and his older brothers. Pierre was a truck 
driver who resided in a three-bedroom house with his wife of nine years and their four-
year-old twins. 
Table 2 
Emerging Themes and Descriptive Statements: Pierre 
Themes Descriptive Statements 
Living in poverty 
 
 
 
 
Enduring pain of separation 
Where we lived in the rural area, there was no 
electricity or running water, just the river. My mother 
had to bring water on donkeys, loaded on both sides 
and my father would work on the farm with my 
uncles. 
When my parents left, I felt sad. I especially missed 
my mom because I was a momma’s boy. The lack of 
motherly love was definitely absent from my life.  
Valuing family My brothers, and uncles stepped into the parental 
role. I was surrounded by love. I’ve learned the value 
of family and love   
Mothering/fathering from afar Our parents communicated via cassette tape, we had 
no phone access. They send money as often as they 
could but they weren’t able to travel back home. 
Having hope I always knew God had a plan and I never questioned 
him, I just trusted that he knew what was best. 
Keeping cultural tradition My siblings who traveled with my parents didn’t 
remember me but their welcoming was warm and 
they were very respectful and called me brother. I 
was happy to see that they still practice the same 
family values with my siblings. We’re very close.  
 
Participant 3 (Norma) 
Norma was a 48-year-old woman whose parents migrated to the United States 
when she was seven years old. Norma had five other siblings, but she was raised by her 
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older sister. Norma worked as a medical assistant at Baptist Health, she resided with her 
husband. They did not have any biological children, but she had two children in Haiti that 
she took care of and she called them her adopted children. 
Table 3 
Emerging Themes and Descriptive Statements: Norma 
Themes Descriptive Statements 
Living in poverty 
Enduring pain of separation 
Sometimes we go hungry because our parents did 
not have money to get stuff from the market 
I was very, very sad because now we were 
without both parents.  
Valuing family We lived with our older sister who was 22 years 
old, she was a child herself with two children and 
her husband was also in the United States. My 
sister gave the best of herself to me and my 
siblings, she was our second mother. I 
understand and appreciate her sacrifices. 
Mothering/fathering from afar 
 
 
 
 
Having hope 
We received audio cassette from our father, and 
he told us about his journey to the United States. 
After my mother joined him in the United States, 
they were able to get us a house phone and they 
called often. 
I was always hopeful that things were going to 
get better, that’s how I lived my childhood 
through hope. I’ve learned from my life 
experience never let today get me down because 
tomorrow is going to be better. 
 
Participant 4 (Maggie) 
Maggie was a 25-year-old woman whose father migrated to the United States 
when she was one year old. Maggie was raised by her mother in a small house in Haiti 
with her grandmother, her aunt, and uncle until her mother traveled to the United States 
when she was five years old. Maggie had a Master’s degree in marriage and family 
therapy, and at the time of the study, she worked as a licensed marriage and family 
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therapist in Broward County. Maggie resided with her fiancé in a one bedroom 
apartment. They did not have any children. 
Table 4 
Emerging Themes and Descriptive Statements: Maggie 
Themes Descriptive Statements 
Living in poverty 
 
 
Enduring pain of separation 
My cousin lost her life from a treatable illness 
because my aunt did not have money to pay for 
treatment. 
I felt sad and alone. There was no one to tell me 
they loved me or hug me. I felt invisible  
Enduring family conflict I witnessed a lot of conflict. When my mother 
traveled, the chaos continued with my uncle, aunt, 
and grandmother. There was fighting, disrespect, 
and verbal abuse. 
Loss of childhood 
 
Mothering/fathering from afar 
I became my own parent at a young age because 
my parents worked a lot and I had to do things on 
my own and be independent I missed out on my 
childhood. 
We did not have a house phone so my parents 
called the neighbor’s house which was challenging 
at times because they weren’t always friendly 
Developed strength This experience has changed me a lot. My rough 
childhood has strengthened me and helped me 
build character. I considered myself my own 
security blanket, I’ve kept me safe all those years,  
and that has given me the strength to push through 
in life. 
 
Participant 5 (Edouard) 
Edouard was a 39-year-old male whose father migrated to the United States when 
he was three years old. Edouard had five other siblings from his mother’s side. He had 
never met them in person, but they communicated via WhatsApp. Edouard stated 
although his mother lived in Haiti, she did not raise him. He lived with his paternal 
grandmother from birth until the age of 12 years old, at which time he travelled to the 
United States. Edouard completed high school, but did not attend college. Edouard 
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worked as a machine operator, and resided with his girlfriend and their five-year-old 
daughter. 
Table 5 
Emerging Themes and Descriptive Statements: Edouard 
Themes Descriptive Statements 
Living in poverty 
 
 
Enduring pain of separation 
I remember falling off my bike and cut my head 
open. My grandma took me to the hospital to get 
stitches and she was giving a list of supplies to go 
buy at the pharmacy and bring back to the hospital. 
The doctor told her they did not have any supplies 
to do the stitching 
As I got older seeing my friends with their dad 
made me question where mine was. I grew up 
without a father figure. I felt unwanted and it really 
hurt.  
Valuing family 
 
Mothering/fathering from afar 
 
 
Having hope 
My paternal grandmother was my center post, she 
filled the void of not having my parents in my life. 
My father would call on the weekends, at least 
every couple weekends. He sent money through a 
courier service. 
I remember going to sleep almost every night, 
dreaming about America, hoping to be reunited 
with my dad. For years, I held on to the idea of 
living in America with him until it actually 
happened 
 
Participant 6 (Junior) 
Junior was a 36-year-old male whose mother migrated to the United States when 
he was five years old. Junior had two older siblings who traveled with his mother while 
he was left behind. Junior lived with his father and aunt. Junior was an electrician, and 
resided with his sister, her husband, and son. Junior did not have any children. 
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Table 6 
Emerging Themes and Descriptive Statements: Junior 
Themes Descriptive Statements 
Living in poverty 
 
Enduring pain of separation 
At times when my mom was late sending my 
school fees, I had to stay home from school, my 
aunt did not work, and she relied on the money for 
everything. 
At times I felt lonely because my dad was out of 
the house a lot and my aunt was always busy with 
her friends. I missed my mom a lot. 
At times, when my mom was late sending money. 
Valuing family The roles were completely different, my aunt was 
now my substitute mom and I had to adapt. 
Although things weren’t always easy, I appreciate 
her raising me until I reunited with my mother. 
Mothering/fathering from afar We did not have access to a house phone but his 
mother sent money very often and messages from 
cassette tapes. I remember my father used to take 
me to teleco (a phone company that has individual 
phone in an enclosed cubicle) and call collect to the 
united states to talk to my mother 
Having hope We don’t always get a say in how things happen in 
our lives, you can adjust or move on. As a child, I 
adjusted to many things but in the back of my 
mind, I always hoped that one day life would be 
stable for me. 
 
Essential Themes 
The emerging themes were discovered by attentively listening, transcribing the 
recorded interviews, and by focusing and reflecting on the experience of transnational 
separation. Mindful consideration was placed on the subtle undertones of the language 
used by participants, with attention to normal dialogue. Although this thematic analysis 
allowed for some degree of generalization of the lived experience in question, the results 
illuminated characteristics of transnational separation that were complex and 
multidimensional.  
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Several themes emerged from the interview with six Haitian adult children who 
experienced transnational separation as a child. Each essential themes contains sub-
themes that are interpreted as elements of meaning of the essential themes. Table 7 
summarizes the essential themes and sub-themes, followed by a description of the 
findings. 
Table 7 
Essential Themes and Sub-themes 
Essential Themes Example of Sub-themes 
Living in poverty Living without opportunity for work  
Living without basic human needs  
Enduring violence  
Enduring pain of separation Living in solitude 
Feeling lonely 
Feeling sadness/neglect 
Lack of affection 
Missing parents 
Loss of childhood 
 
 
 
Valuing family 
Growing up quickly 
Inability to connect with others  
adapting to change 
 
Feeling gratitude for family support  
Enduring family conflict  
Family role change   
Missing family 
Mothering/fathering from afar 
  
 
 
Having hope 
 Keeping connection       
Sending remittance 
Providing for children and other relative  
 
Believing in a better life,  
Believing in God’s plan 
Hoping for reunification with parent 
 
Living in Poverty  
The people participants in this study came from different parts of Haiti. All six 
participants reported living in some sort of hardship and poverty in their country of 
origin. The United Nation defines poverty as: 
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Fundamentally, poverty is a denial of choices and opportunities, a violation of 
human dignity. It means lack of basic capacity to participate effectively in society. 
It means not having enough to feed and clothe a family, not having a school or a 
clinic to go to, not having to credit, it means insecurity, powerlessness, and 
exclusion of individuals, households and communities. It means susceptibility to 
violence, and it often implies living on marginal or fragile environments, without 
access to clean water or sanitation. (Gordon, 2005, p. 37) 
Most of the participants reported suffering a lack of some form of basic human 
needs such as food, clean drinking water, clothing, medical care, and education. They felt 
anguished by the lack of opportunities, or gainful employment that led to their parents’ 
hard decisions to travel to the United States in search for a better life leaving their family 
behind. One participant talked about the lack of safety in the area where she lived. 
Studies showed that many parents were motivated to take desperate measures in an 
attempt to raise themselves and their families out of poverty; they realized they had an 
impossible choice to remain in poverty or to leave their families in order to demonstrate 
how much they love and care for them (Achotegui, 2010). 
Joceline talked about enduring violence in Haiti. She stated “At times when the 
country was upside down, thugs were raping and killing people in their homes; I was 
scared, sleeping with one eye open, praying that we would not be the next victim. I lived 
in fear even when things were calm.” 
According to Norma, her father made the sacrifice to come to the United States 
because he wanted them to be better. She said “He wanted to be a good provider and life 
in Haiti sometimes will push you to do stuff that you need to do to support your family. I 
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only had one set of school uniform that I washed every other day.” Pierre reported that 
his parents were driven to leave Haiti without their children because staying with them 
would mean to continue to live in poverty. Pierre stated “my family did not have 
electricity or running water, my mother used to transport what she could from a nearby 
river on donkeys. Junior stated “sometimes my mom was late sending my school fees and 
I had to stay home because my aunt did not work, she relied on the money for 
everything.” 
The lack of healthcare was described by two of the participants. Maggie 
expressed the difficulties to get proper medical care, the lives lost from treatable chronic 
illnesses that could have been cured. Maggie stated “my cousin lost her life from a 
treatable illness because my aunt did not have money for the treatment.” Edouard 
described when he fell off his bike and cut his head open. He stated “my grandmother 
was given a list of materials to buy from the pharmacy, the doctor told her they did not 
have any supplies to stitch my head.” 
Enduring the Pain of Separation 
The Haitian adult children participating in this study reported having been 
separated from their parents for a period of five to 30 years. Each of the participants 
claimed that the most difficult aspect of living as a transnational child was growing up 
without their parents. Each participant articulated the pain they endured from the 
separation in different ways: lack of affection, feelings of sadness and neglect, inability to 
connect with others, growing up too quickly, missing parents, and adapting to change.   
Their testimonies were notably marked by great emotional pain. Norma, Pierre, 
Maggie, Junior, and Joceline described how hard it was to say goodbye to their parents. 
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Joceline stated she could not bear to say goodbye to her mom. She said “It was very 
painful to say goodbye to my mom because my dad left the year prior, I was still 
struggling with not having him around, and now I was losing my mom too.” Joceline 
went on to share stressful moments when the crime rate in her area was at its highest. She 
said “those stressful moments I wish my parents were there to protect me.” Who leaves 
children in a country full of violence, hatred, and hungry people whose daily goal is to do 
whatever it takes to get through the day? When children are scared, they want to have 
their parents. I did not have mine.” Norma stated “I was very, very sad because now we 
were without both parents. As a young girl, I was almost 13 years old, my body was 
going through changes and I needed my mother.” Pierre said “Not having my mom 
around was a sad moment. I felt sad because I was a momma’s boy. The lack of motherly 
love was definitely absent from my life.” Maggie’s words “I felt sad and alone. There 
was no-one to tell me they loved me or hug me. When I was in pain, my grandma would 
yell at me.” Junior stated “At times, I felt lonely because my dad was out of the house a 
lot and my aunt was always busy with her friends. I missed my mom a lot.” Edouard 
stated “As I got older, seeing my friends with their dads made me question where mine 
was. I grew up without a father figure. I felt unwanted and empty.”  
The six participants also reported that their parents tried to maintain contact as 
often as they could using letters and cassette tapes, but over time modern technology 
enabled the children to communicate with their parents via house phones. In certain parts 
of Haiti, modern technology allowed access to the parents to feel more involved while 
parenting from afar. They also reported that families support eased the sadness they felt 
throughout the separation. In a study done by Achotegui (2010), he reported that the 
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families left behind, especially the children, also find themselves in a difficult situation. 
The children of migrants must adjust to the semi-permanent loss of a parent, and cope 
with the hole that is left in their lives while they continue to pass through the stages of 
physical, social and emotional development (Achotegui, 2010). 
Loss of Childhood 
According to Grinberg (1984), migration leaves children vulnerable and 
“parentless” without physical, psychological, or emotional protection although with the 
possibility of greater financial protection through remittances. Some commentators 
believe that money can compensate for the hardships experienced by family separation. 
While the household’s economic resources may increase with remittances, the 
debate on development has rarely concentrated on the family’s overall wellbeing, 
especially concerning the social and psychological needs of those left behind (Grinberg, 
1984). Two of the participants experienced negative outcome (loss of childhood) with 
less family connection. Maggie and Joceline found the changes of family role conflictive, 
not being good providers while enjoying the benefits of the remittance.  Maggie stated “I 
became my own parent at a young age because my parents worked a lot and I had to do 
things on my own. I had to be very independent. I wasn’t allowed to be a kid because I 
was too busy raising myself. I missed out on my childhood.” Joceline expressed her loss 
by saying “my aunt treated me like a restavek (house girl) while enjoying the money my 
parents were sending. When my friends were playing outside, I was doing chores and 
fetching water. My relationships with people have been challenging because I grew up 
emotionally constipated.” 
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Valuing Family 
Four participants contributed in affirming the importance of family in their 
experience in transnational separation. Pierre, Norma, Edouard, and Junior talked about 
changes in family role and how their support eased the separation and made it possible 
for them to live apart from their parents. Pierre said “although my parents’ absence 
saddened me, I was surrounded by love from my brothers, uncles, and other relatives. I 
would not get through those difficult times without the love and support of my relatives.” 
Norma said “At the age of 22 years old, my sister could have told our parents that she did 
not want to raise us. Instead, she chose to share her life with us. She taught us to be 
strong, regardless of her methods, after God, she was there for us.” Edouard said “my 
paternal grandmother was my center post, she filled the void of not having my parents in 
my life. She raised me from birth and never left my side until God called her to come 
home at the age of 96 years old.” Junior’s words “My aunt was my substitute mom and I 
had to adapt. Although things weren’t always easy, I appreciate her raising me until I 
reunited with my mother.”  
Mothering/Fathering from Afar 
All six participants reported that their parents tried to maintain contact as often as 
they could using letters, and cassette tapes but over time, modern technology enables the 
children to communicate with their parents via house phones. Modern technology also 
allowed access to the parents to feel more involved while parenting from afar. 
Joceline said “my parents kept in touch via audio recording, and letters but as technology 
got big in Haiti, they found a way to get a house phone.” Pierre said “my parents’ form of 
communication was via cassette tapes. There was no access to technology in the rural 
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areas where we lived.” Maggie stated “we did not have a house phone so my parents 
called the neighbor’s house which was challenging at times because they weren’t always 
friendly.” Norma stated “my father kept connection via cassette tapes.” Edouard said “my 
father called our house phone every couple weekends and send money through a courier 
service.” Junior stated “we didn’t have access to a house phone but my mother sent 
money very often and messages from cassette tapes. I remember my father used to take 
me to teleco (a phone company that has individual phone in enclosed cubicles) and made 
collect calls to the United States to talk to my mother.”   
Having Hope 
Hope was unmistakably expressed by the participants of this study when 
constructing the narrative of their lived experiences as transnational children. They lived 
hope by believing that they could have a better life. Mayeroff (1971) asserted that hope is 
a major ingredient of caring: 
Hope, as an expression of present alive with possibilities, rallies energies and 
activates our powers; it is not a passive waiting for something to happen from 
outside. But it is not hope for the other, it is hope for the realization of the other 
through my caring; and therefore and important aspect of hope is courage. (p.33) 
All the participants expressed their parents’ sacrifice for leaving them behind, as well as 
their suffering, was with the hope that they would create a better life for them. In Pierre’s 
words “I believed in God’s plan, I trusted that he knew what was best. There are so many 
people in Haiti who travel to other countries with hope for a better life and opportunities 
to provide for the family they left behind.” As Norma declared, “I was always hopeful 
that things were going to get better. I was coping to survive, to deal with the best of it 
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while avoiding the worst.” Joceline stated “I was hopeful that I would reunite with my 
parents soon. I stayed in church and I found hope through prayers. Hope helped me 
cope.” Maggie stated “I considered myself as my own security blanket, I had pep talks 
with myself, and stayed hopeful that the sun will rise again. That has given me the 
strength to push through in life.” Junior stated “we don’t always get a say in how things 
happen in our lives, we can adjust or move on. As a child, I adjusted to many things but 
in the back of my mind, I always hoped that one day life would be stable for me.” 
Edouard said “my grandmother always told me that my dad was going to come back for 
me. The hope of being reunited with my father gave me the patience to wait.” 
Hope was expressed throughout the participants’ narratives. The participants 
articulated hope and their faith in God as the catalysts that allowed them to endure the 
hardship from the experience of transnational separation. Hope has not been supported by 
the literature. Many of the studies did not include the hopes that were conveyed by the 
participants.  
Table 8 
Universally and Partially Shared Independently Unique Themes Among Participants 
 Universally  
Shared 
Partially  
Shared 
Uniquely  
Shared 
Living in poverty X   
Enduring pain of separation X   
Loss of childhood   X  
Valuing family  X  
Parenting from afar 
Having hope 
Keeping cultural tradition 
Finding new meaning in faith 
Developed strengths 
X 
X 
  
 
X  
X 
X 
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Evaluating Criteria 
The rigor of qualitative study is achieved by ensuring the trustworthiness of the 
research report. Lincoln and Guba (1985) asserted that trustworthiness of the research is 
accomplished by ensuring the study’s credibility, transferability, dependability, and 
conformability. 
Credibility was ensured by conducting the interviews in an open manner. The 
participants were not restricted to answer any questions within a limited time. Time spent 
with the participants in the interviews was prolonged as needed to ensure building trust 
between the participants and the researcher.  
The descriptions were given in the language of the participants as they described 
their experience with transnational separation, without bias or corruption. The credibility 
of the study was further assured (a) by the researcher’s prolonged and reflective 
concentration in the data and (b) by maintaining a reflective journal with insights and 
field notes, and methodological decision. The findings were synthesized by focusing on 
the phenomenon and not the procedure. The recruitment of participants continued until 
saturation was reached. Six participants were interviewed for this study. 
Transferability was achieved by purposeful sampling of Haitian adult children 
who experienced transnational separation as a child, and by snowball sampling, wherein a 
participant was recruited from information received from another participant of the study. 
Rich texts from the participants’ interviews were presented by examples of verbatim 
comments and by first person collection of data that supported the development of sub-
themes and essential themes. The data obtained provided a base where informed 
judgments can be performed for further applications (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
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Dependability was maximized by ensuring that the auditability of the study was 
reached. The decision trail of the researcher can be followed by another researcher from 
the beginning to the end of the study. The researcher’s views and experience were 
incorporated into the study, the method of data collection and the emergence of themes 
and their development was explained, the setting of the interviews were described, and 
the data analysis was outlined.  
Confirmability was achieved by sharing the findings with the participants: Norma, 
Pierre, Maggie, Junior, Edouard, and Joceline. The participants agreed with the findings, 
and stated that the themes appropriately reflected their experience of transnational 
separation as children. 
Overall Findings 
This chapter introduced Haitian adult children who volunteered to participate in 
the study of transnational separation. The narratives of their experience with transnational 
separation enabled the researcher to discover the emerging themes that illuminated the 
essence of their experience. The themes emerged as the participants narrated their 
heartfelt stories. The descriptions revealed common themes of having hope, including 
living in poverty, enduring separation, loss of childhood, valuing family, 
mothering/fathering from afar, and hoping for reunification. The themes were combined 
into comprehensive meaning. 
The overall meaning of suffering is the quality identified within the themes of 
living without their parents, adapting to family role change, and feeling lonely and sad. 
The negative thematic qualities of suffering were revealed by the descriptions of enduring 
emotional anguish. Being left behind also revealed the positive quality of strengths and 
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hope which was an overall concept that emerge from the themes of having hope, valuing 
family, and believing that things would get better. Hope was hugely present within these 
themes as expression of courage, patience, and love.  
The reflective structure of meaning, which was combined from the essential 
themes, is defined as follows: in this study Haitian adult children who experienced 
transnational separation as children found meaning in being left behind through 
embodied suffering and hopefulness for a better life and reunification. The participants 
courageously work through the unknown as they move forward discovering new ways of 
being. In addition the evaluation criteria for this study were presented.  
 
 
 
 
88 
 
CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 
This chapter presents a discussion of the theoretical framework guiding this study 
and the implications of the findings for marriage and family therapists. This chapter 
discusses how literature supports the themes that emerges from the study with the 
literature, limitation of the study, implications for the field of Marriage and Family 
Therapy, future direction, personal reflection, and conclusion. 
Comparative Data Review 
Living in Poverty 
Most of the participants reported suffering a lack of some form of basic human 
needs such as food, clean drinking water, clothing, medical care, and education. Many 
studies have found that there are increasing number of mothers as well as fathers who 
engage in long-term migration to support their children and other family members in their 
home countries. They send regular remittances and often sacrifice to send as much money 
as possible to care for children and relatives left behind (Schmalzbauer, 2004).  
Enduring Pain of Separation  
One of the themes of the study focused on enduring the pain of separation. This 
theme was highly supported by the literature. In this study, each of the participants 
reported that the most difficult aspect of living as a transnational child was growing up 
without their parents. Each participant articulated the pain they endured from the 
separation in different ways, including lacking affection, feelings of sadness and neglect, 
inability to connect with others, missing parents, and adapting to change. Many studies 
found that the separation following migration is likely to forever alter the nature of the 
child-parent relationship; this relationship may be repaired and restored but many 
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children of migrants report feeling a void that cannot be forgotten (Artico 2003, Falicov, 
2007; Zelizer, 2003).  
Loss of Childhood 
Two of the participants reported feeling robbed of their childhood (Maggie and 
Joceline). Maggie expressed her feelings toward her childhood following her experiences 
with family conflict as a young child, and enduring emotional abuse from her stepmother 
in the United States. Maggie stated “I grew up very quickly. I had to raise myself at a 
young age because my parents worked a lot and I had to do things on my own and be 
independent. I missed out on my childhood.” Joceline also expressed lack of positive 
childhood experience. She said “my aunt treated me like a restavek (house girl), when my 
friends were playing outside, I was doing chores, and fetching water.”  According to 
Grinberg (1984), migration leaves children vulnerable and “parentless” without physical, 
psychological, or emotional protection although with the possibility of greater financial 
protection through remittances. Some commentators believe that money can compensate 
for the hardships experienced by family separation.  While the household’s economic 
resources may increase with remittances, the debate on development has rarely 
concentrated on the family’s overall wellbeing, especially concerning the social and 
psychological needs of those left behind (Grinberg, 1984).    
Valuing Family 
Most participants stressed the importance of family. These participants regards 
their family as the center of their social organization. Their families represent an 
important emotional and practical support for their experience as transnational children. 
However, the complexities of family dynamics and role changes presented challenges for 
 
 
90 
 
some of the adult children. Many studies suggest that the success of these transnational 
family models appears to depend on context and on specific factors in any given family, 
such as the quality of responsiveness of substitute caregivers, the quality of the previous 
relationships between parents and children, the ability to maintain social and emotional 
ties with migrating parents, and the overall support available in the community (Artico, 
2003; Suarez-Orozco, Todorova, & Louie, 2002). 
Mothering/Fathering from Afar 
All six participants reported that their parents tried to maintain contact as often as 
they could using letters, and cassette tapes but in some parts of Haiti, modern technology 
enables the children to communicate with their parents via house phones, and also 
allowed access to the parents to feel more involved while parenting from afar. According 
to Suarez-Orozco (2002), the primary goal for many parents is to maintain contact with 
their children and contribute to their material well-being. However, matters can be 
complicated while children continue to age, develop, and learn different values and 
customs that may create gaps in the growth of their relationship with the absentee parent 
(Suarez-Orozco, Bang, & Kim, 2002).  
Having Hope 
Hope was expressed throughout the participants’ narratives. They articulated hope 
as the catalyst that allowed them to endure the hardship from the experience of 
transnational separation. The participants explained that after living away from their 
parents for so many years, they hoped to be reunited with them in the United States. In 
Joceline words “I was hopeful that I would reunite with my parents soon. I stayed in 
church and I found hope through prayers. Hope helped me cope.” According to Zelizer 
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(2006), transnational families hold many facets of social life suspended, waiting for 
reunification on either side of the border. They face a spatial and temporal split that 
creates uncertain and novel relations between family members who are home and those 
who are abroad. They continue to make emotional investments, which are as powerful 
and as important as economic investments (Zelizer, 2006). Unique themes were identified 
by 3 participants. Pierre’s unique theme was keeping cultural tradition. He stated “My 
siblings who traveled with my parents did not remember me but their welcoming was 
warm and they were very respectful and called me brother. I was happy to see that they 
still practice the same family values with my siblings. We’re very close” Joceline found 
new meaning in faith. She said “I found faith through prayers. I now believe that all 
things are possible if you pray with faith and with God by my side, I have faith that I can 
forgive my aunt someday and find peace in my life.” And Maggie expressed the strengths 
she developed through hardship by saying “This experience has changed me a lot. My 
rough childhood has strengthened me and helped me build character. I consider myself 
my own security blanket, I’ve kept myself safe all those years, and that has given me the 
strength to push through in life.” The idea of hope, cultural tradition, faith and strengths 
were not supported by the literature. Many of the studies did not include hope or the 
unique themes that were conveyed by the participants. 
Gender Difference of the Parents 
There were differences noted regarding the gender of the parents. Two of the 
participants expressed resentments towards their mothers for leaving them behind while it 
was acceptable for the fathers to travel in order to provide a better life for the family. 
Norma stated that her mother should have refused her father’s proposal to join him in the 
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United States because she was the mom, therefore had more responsibility to care for her 
children while the father traveled to provide. In Norma’s words “I feel like our mother 
chose our father over her own children. I still have resentment towards her, I blame her 
for the pain that I endured”. Maggie also believed that a mother’s role is with her 
children, caring for their needs, and taking care of the household while the father works 
to provide. Maggie stated “my father sent money and things were fine, my mother did not 
have to travel. She left me in a house of chaos. Living with my grandma, aunt, and uncle 
was a nightmare. It was selfish of her to leave.” According to Parreñas (2005) women 
maintain the primary responsibility for child rearing, while the construction of fatherhood 
is grounded only in breadwinning.  Parreñas (2005b) study found that children experience 
more emotional problems when their mother migrates compared to when their father 
migrates because of traditional gender norms related to care (Lahaie et al., 2009). The 
literature also suggests that when fathers are left in charge, households are characterized 
as less stable, with less favorable outcomes for children (Parreñas, 2005a). 
Limitation 
Going into this research study, I did not expect that everything would go as 
planned, which helped me to focus on uncovering aspects about the participants’ 
experiences with transnational separation piece by piece. The limitation was not having 
more participants from different geographical areas. I believe geographical diversity 
would have been a useful addition to the study.   
Personal Reflections 
I have always had a strong wish to work with Haitian adult children who 
experienced transnational separation as a child. As a Haitian woman who was also a child 
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of transnational separation and now as a doctoral student, I wanted to dig deeper into the 
topic and capture a better understanding of it through the lenses of family therapy. As I 
was writing the chapters, memories that were buried over the years resurfaced, and I had 
a few moments of emotional break down. I decided to keep a journal on my feelings, and 
I consulted with my colleagues on how to prevent my biases from influencing the study. 
While I was working with the participants and listening to their heartfelt stories, I 
realized that some of them were struggling with a great deal of hidden pain. At times, 
breaks were necessary to allow the participants some time to compose themselves from 
the emotions and tears. Reflecting back on personal message from the participants, some 
participants reported that, although they understand the sacrifices their parents made to 
provide a better life for them, it did not change the emotional hardship that they had to 
endure. The need for professional therapy is needed for this population. 
Implications for the Field of Marriage and Family Therapy 
Overall findings from the interviews with the six Haitian-American adults who 
experienced transnational separation as children inform that participants had endured 
many challenging experiences as a result of the separation. Participants went through 
changes not only in their personal lives, but also in their familial and social relationships. 
Thematic analysis identified six emerging categories. This analysis provided greater 
understanding to the meaning participants gave these experiences and included their hope 
that other adult children would be more open to communicate with their parents about 
their feelings regarding the effect of transnational separation. The participants’ narratives 
not only challenged the assumption of transnationalism in the Haitian culture, but 
demonstrated how differently these adult children experience and interpret transnational 
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separation. Similar to other migrants, their experiences were constructed within the web 
of power in different contexts. It was intriguing how they negotiated their identity within 
the influence of their experiences. 
The findings of this study held significant implications for marriage and family 
therapists and other mental health professionals such as social workers, school 
counselors, and psychologists. The pain of separation and living in poverty were reported 
by the participants as an emotionally traumatic experience (feeling neglected, alone, not 
having access to basic human needs).  Marriage and family therapists can develop 
culturally-sensitive strategies, using systemic theories that are inclusive of cultural 
context for Haitian clients (respecting, observing and listening to Haitian clients, and be 
aware of their own culture and biases). From a therapeutic perspective, it is important for 
mental health professionals to recognize that these experiences are dominant factors in 
the lives of these adult children and providing services to this population of transnational 
children and parents, require cultural competence (be knowledgeable, avoid blind-spots 
from own beliefs and values, create non-judgement environment, make clients feel at 
home).  
The transnational children in this study also expressed valuing family and having 
hope as important factors that ease the separation and made it possible to live apart from 
their parents. Schools may not have an understanding of the challenges that many Haitian 
children experience when they are separated from their parents but they could all benefit 
from information that supports and promotes working with Haitian adult children and/or 
parents. For instances; schools and churches both in the United States and Haiti could 
become resources for communications by setting up used or donated computers for free 
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skype conversations. Marriage and family therapists should effectively address 
relationships that exist between the extended family and the children, and build on their 
idea of hope. Marriage and family therapists can also help find resources for their adult 
clients to be able to stay in touch with separated children (online platforms, free 
international cells, and free calling cards), and provide free classes for moderate 
technology experience for parents who are not technology savvy in order to keep contact 
with their children left behind via video chat and conference. 
Other professional helpers such as social workers and school counselors may also 
develop strategies such as incorporating inspirational books about immigrants and 
separation to help younger children find positive ways to fit into this spacious and diverse 
society. Haitian organizations and communities could use various resources to assist 
transnational families experiencing difficulties adjusting in the United States, to explore 
new frontiers and build lives for themselves. Although this research study only examined 
how this program could be applied to help evoke conversations about transnational 
separation in the Haitian culture, the same or similar process can be applied with 
individuals from other cultures who wish to engage in conversations about their 
subjective experience with transnational separation. 
 
Contribution to the Field 
From this ACP, marriage and family therapists can grow to be culturally 
competent in their work with other Haitian adult children to address issues that are in the 
context of this phenomenon. This might help therapists conceptualize the phenomenon, 
the effects that it has on each individual, and the family unit. Therapists can be trained to 
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utilize tools that could be helpful, such as narrative models. The narrative model invites 
family members to revisit their current roles and create together new ones that give new 
meaning to their individual and family lives. It empowers clients to “reauthor” their lives 
with a new, preferred identity, to create new beliefs, context, and promote change 
(Myeroff, 1986). The clients are the experts, so when therapists take the not knowing 
stance, they are able to find the exception that highlight the clients strengths and identify 
their unique outcome (White & Epston, 1990, p. 16). Therapists must also be flexible in 
their use of theoretical models as they grow to incorporate culturally appropriate practice 
that are sensitive to the clients’ culture and response to the change process. Narrative 
therapy can serve as a platform for story-telling within the Haitian population. Working 
with Haitian-American adult children calls for a deep understanding of the family 
dynamics, the culture, and history.  
Many Haitians turn to church in their time of turmoil and sadness. They believe 
prayer is the source of support and help. While this is true for many Haitians who believe 
in God, it is essential for families to feel a connection between their belief and what 
therapy will offer (Springer, Abbott, & Reisbig, 2009). Therapists can also establish 
collaborative interdisciplinary relationships within the community, linking Haitians with 
outreach programs, faith-based groups, and other organizations to constitute a network of 
support for Haitian adult children. 
Future Direction 
Since the Haiti earthquake in 2010, thousands of children have been separated 
from their parents. Many parents voluntarily handed their children over to strangers 
(Americans or missionary groups) because they believed the only chance they had to give 
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their children a future was to part with them. Those children are likely traumatized by 
both the devastating earthquake and the separation from their parents. My hope is that 
there will be more research regarding transnational separation in the context of Haitian 
children and their parents. Haitian parents can be invited to participate in the conversation 
regarding transnational separation. It would be interesting to hear their voices regarding 
this phenomenon and how (if any) it affected them personally as well as the relationship 
with their children.  Marriage and family therapists can grow proficient enough to 
concurrently apply techniques from the ambiguous loss framework that was created by 
Pauline Boss (2000) or other traditional techniques as dominant forces found within the 
family system to help families create new hope and meaning in life. Haitian-American 
author Edwidge Danticat created a space for those unable to speak their individual 
experience through her collection of short stories “krik-krak” that consisted of nine short 
stories that were tied together by similar plots of struggle and survival within the Haitian 
community. Borrowing from the idea of Edwidge Danticat, It is my hope that more 
children’s book and guided journals will be written by therapists or other professionals 
who assume moral and emotional care giving roles in children’s lives to help them cope 
with transnational separation.   
Marriage and family therapists can utilize the narrative approach of storytelling 
which plays an important part of the Haitian tradition, as a platform to create a safe place 
that encourage children who have experience separation to be the author of their own 
experiences. Journaling, and writing their own stories can be shared in therapy. 
Therapists can also implement the practice of therapeutic letter writing created by White 
and Epston (1990) as counter stories in response to the stories shared in therapy, 
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reminding the children of their strengths and bravery through the separation.  According 
to David Epston (1994). The words in a letter don’t fade and disappear the way 
conversation does; they endure through time and space, bearing witness to the work of 
therapy and immortalizing it (Epston, 1994).  Haitian children can hopefully work to 
restore themselves from the psychological trauma as well as relationships with their 
parents.   
Conclusion 
In conclusion, I would like to express my gratitude to the participants who 
provided their time to this research study. Overall, I am satisfied with the outcome; this is 
a good start to what I hope to fulfill in the future. This research opportunity has provided 
Haitian adult children space to feel at ease and supported to talk about their experiences 
with transnational separation. With their shared experiences, Haitian adult children can 
hopefully restore the relationship with their parents. It is my hope that this study can 
extend beyond this phenomenon of transnational separation. I believe that with more 
research, marriage and family therapists can grow proficient enough to apply other 
techniques to help Haitians resolve the array of issues that exist within various family 
system, issues such as parent/child relationships and other related issues of transnational 
separation.                                            
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APPENDIX A: PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT LETTER 
Dear Prospective Participant, 
I hope that this finds you in good spirit. I would like to introduce myself before 
disclosing my reason for reaching out to you. My name is Damabiah Lamy-Riviere and I 
am a doctoral student in the Department of Family Therapy at Nova Southeastern 
University in Fort Lauderdale, FL. Also, I am a Haitian woman who have experienced 
transnational separation as a child.  
I am in the final stages of completing my studies and I am passionate about applying all 
that I have acquired as a doctoral student into my community. To successfully complete 
my degree, I must conduct a research project. I decided to focus my project on a topic 
that will be in the interest of my community. Transnational separation is a phenomenon 
that is rarely discussed amongst individuals who have actually lived this life altering 
experience. 
This research project will seek to hear the voices of adult children from the Haitian 
population in a way that supports them in sharing their experiences about transnational 
separation and its impact on the parent/child relationship. For some years now, I have 
been interested in exploring the impact of transnational separation in the Haitian culture. 
The project will strive to capture the participant’s point of view, their personal 
experiences, feelings, thoughts, and the meanings that they connect to using disclosure in 
their therapeutic repertoire. 
Phase One: Participants must be within the following age brackets, (19-64 years). The 
inclusion factors for the participants will require that the participants 1) be foreign born 
from Haiti 2) must be adult children, no gender specific 3) must reside in Miami Dade or 
Broward County, Florida. The State of Florida was selected as the location for this ACP 
because it has the largest population of Haitian immigrants, which increase the number of 
Haitian adult children that could be assessed 
The participants must meet specific inclusion factors such as; participants must have been 
raised by relatives or caretakers and had at least one parent who migrated to the U.S. The 
method use for the inclusion factor will be to fully engage in conversation with the 
participants. It will require that the participants are present to have this conversation in 
person. 
If you may have further questions or concerns regarding anything presented in this letter, 
Please feel free to contact me directly by email at dl1047@nova.edu or by phone at (786) 
382-9100. In the meantime, I look forward to our collaboration.  
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APPENDIX B: CONSENT FORM 
Consent Form for Participation in the Research Study Entitled  
The Lived Experiences of Haitian Adult Children in Transnational Family: 
A Narrative Therapy Approach 
Funding Source:       None 
IRB protocol #: 
Principal Investigator Name, degree:     Damabiah Lamy-Riviere, MS 
Complete Mailing Address:      931 NE 36th Avenue.  
Homestead, FL 33033 
Contact Phone Number:      (786) 382-9100 
For questions/concerns about your research rights, contact: 
Human Research Oversight Board (Institutional Review Board or IRB) 
Nova Southeastern University 
(954) 262-5369/Toll Free: 866-499-0790 
IRB@nsu.nova.edu 
Site Information: 
The study will be conducted in a quiet, out of the way place such as a conference room, 
residence, a quiet restaurant, or a library lobby to ensure the confidentiality of the 
information discussed with the participants, over a period of two weeks according to 
specific schedule dates and time. 
What is the study about? 
This study includes research, with the purpose to demonstrate how utilizing the concept 
of Narrative therapy can help therapists conceptualize the impact of transnational 
separation, helping family therapists to be proficient in their work with the Haitian 
population using the language of possibilities rather than predefined certainties.  
 
 
 
Initials: ______ Date: ______      Page 2 of 5 
 
 
 
 
 
118 
 
Why are you asking me?  
You are being asked to participate in this research study because your participation can 
provide Family Therapist with insight that can help them to be proficient in facilitating 
and analyzing conversations with adult children of this population. Approximately 6 
participants will be involved in this research study.  
What will I be doing if I agree to be in the study? 
Participants can expect to do the following: 
Phase One 
You will meet with the researcher to discuss your thoughts around transnational 
separation. These face-to face discussions will last between 60 and 90 minutes, the 
interviewer will conceptualized your needs and what you wish to gain from this study. 
The interviewer will state the purpose of the research and join with you. Following this, 
the interviewer will ask you a series of questions to assess how this phenomenon make 
sense to you. The questions to which this study sought answers is your thoughts around 
transnational separation, and if at all culture has influence your thinking. The impact that 
it has or had on your life. In the interviews: 
1) The interviewer will share the purpose of the meeting with the adult children 
2) The adult children will share their experiences 
3) The adult children will present their concerns to the interviewer. 
4) The interviewer will assess the family dynamics. 
5) The interviewer will explore with the adult children what they hope to gain from 
having these    conversations. 
Is there any audio or video recording? 
This research project will include audio recording of the interviews and the actual 
conversations involving the researcher and all of the participants. This audio recording 
will be available to be heard by the researcher, IRB, ACP chair, and committee. No one 
else will have access to the audio recordings. The recording will not be transcribed. The 
recording will be kept in a locked and secured file cabinet at the home of the researcher. 
The recording will be kept for 2 months and destroyed after using the applicable protocol 
used to delete confidential audio recordings. Because your voice will be potentially 
identifiable by anyone who hears the recording, your confidentiality for things you say on 
the recording cannot be guaranteed although the researcher will try to limit access to the 
tape as described in this paragraph. 
What are the dangers to me? 
The procedures or activities in this study may have unknown or unforeseeable risks. If 
you have any questions about the research, your research rights, or have a research 
related injury, please contact Damabiah Lamy-Riviere. You may also contact the IRB at 
the numbers indicated above with questions as to your research rights. 
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Are there any benefits for taking part in this research study? 
The direct benefit of this research study is that it creates the opportunity for you to be free 
to have an open dialogue about transnational separation if you so desire. 
Will I get paid for being in the study? Will it cost me anything? 
There are no costs to you or payments made for participating in this study. 
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How will you keep my information private? 
All audio recordings, handwritten notes, and information collected from this research will 
be kept in a locked and secured file cabinet stored at the home of the researcher. The 
IRB, regulatory agencies, and the dissertation chair may review research records upon 
request. The audiotapes will be destroyed approximately two months after the interview 
is conducted. All information obtained in this study is strictly confidential unless 
disclosure is required by law. All information stored on the laptop of the researcher, will 
be secured and password protected at all times. Actual names of the participants will not 
be used in this research study. All information pertaining to the study information will be 
kept in a secured location by the researcher for a minimum of 36 months from the 
conclusion of the study. Researcher will take the appropriate protocols to destroy all 
materials, such as shredding, deleting and securing that all deleted and shredded 
information is properly destroyed with absolutely no trace to the participants. 
What if I do not want to participate or I want to leave the study? 
Your participation in this study is completely voluntarily and you have the right to leave 
this study at any time or refuse to participate. If you do decide to leave or you decide not 
to participate, you will not experience any penalty or loss of services you have a right to 
receive. If you choose to withdraw, any information collected about you before the date 
you leave the study will be kept in the research records for 36 months from the 
conclusion of the study and may be used as a part of the research. 
Other Considerations: 
If significant new information relating to the study becomes available, which may relate 
to your willingness to continue to participate, this information will be provided to you by 
the investigator. 
Voluntary Consent by Participant: 
By signing below, you indicate that 
● this study has been explained to you 
●  you have read this document or it has been read to you 
● your questions about this research study have been answered 
●  you have been told that you may ask the researchers any study related questions 
in the future or contact them in the event of a research-related injury 
●  you have been told that you may ask Institutional Review Board (IRB) personnel 
questions about your study rights 
●  you are entitled to a copy of this form after you have read and signed it 
●  you voluntarily agree to participate in the study entitled “The Lived Experiences 
of Haitian Adult Children in Transnational Family: A Narrative Therapy 
Approach 
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Participant's Signature: ___________________________ Date: ________________ 
Participant’s Name: ______________________________ Date: ________________ 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent: _____________________________ 
Date: _________________________________ 
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APPENDIX C: INCLUSION CRITERIA 
The Lived Experiences of Haitian Adult Children in Transnational Family: 
A Narrative Therapy Approach 
Inclusion Questions 
My name is Damabiah Lamy-Riviere, a doctoral student at Nova Southeastern 
University’s, Department of Family Therapy. You are being asked to complete the brief 
questions to help determine your eligibility to participate in an applied clinical project 
that is a key component of my doctorate degree in Marriage and Family Therapy. The 
objective of this research project is to elicit conversations about transnational separation 
with adult Haitian children, in a safe, inviting, and culturally sensitive manner. Through 
these conversations, adult children will be supported in sharing their concerns or any 
issues pertaining to transnational separation. Please complete the following questions to 
the best of your ability. 
1. Are you between the ages of 19 to 64 years old? 
 
2. Are you a native of Haiti? 
 
3. Do you reside in Miami Dade or Broward County, FL? 
 
4. Have you experienced transnational separation? 
 
5. Were you raised by relatives or caretakers? 
 
6. Did one of your parents migrated to the United States? 
 
7. Would you like to participate in conversations about the impact of parent/child 
relationship due to transnational separation? 
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BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 
Damabiah was born in Port-au-Prince, Haiti and at the age of ten, she migrated to the 
United States to join her mother. Damabiah always had a strong desire to help people. 
She enrolled at the University of Phoenix, earning her bachelor’s degree in Health 
Services Administration in 2005 and in 2012 her master’s degree in Psychology. As her 
passion for working with families grew, she made the decision to enroll in the Doctor of 
Marriage and Family Therapy Program at Nova Southeastern University with hope that it 
would help her advance her understanding of family relations. During her clinical 
training at the BTI, Damabiah developed the ability to systemically conceptualize the 
presenting problems that exist within a family unit. Damabiah extended her training 
outside of the BTI, pursuing various internships working with agencies such as Miami 
Dade County Community Action and Human Services, Mujer, and Broward Health 
Medical Center. In 2015, Damabiah was offered a career opportunity at Advance Health 
and community services providing in home family therapy for at risk youth and their 
families. Being exposed to diverse groups of families with unique dynamics, inspired 
Damabiah to look into her own cultural family. This curiosity pulled Damabiah in the 
direction to start a research study that examined the phenomenon of transnational 
separation within the Haitian culture. For Damabiah, the hope is to conceptualize how 
this phenomenon make sense in this culture. Given the amount of transnational parenting 
that exist within the Haitian community, adult children will be invited to address their 
experiences of transnational separation. A narrative therapy approach will be developed. 
Damabiah’s future goal is to take all that she has gained from both her educational and 
 
 
124 
 
clinical journey, to help marriage and family therapists be proficient in their work with 
parent and children of this population. 
